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Ezra laft Benson, 
Dwight D. Eisenhower and the 
Emergence of a Conspiracy Culture 
within the Mormon Church’ 


Matthew Harris 


HE MORMON APOSTLE-PRESIDENT Ezra Taft Benson is remembered today 

by the LDS faithful as a fearless anticommunist crusader and as a stalwart 

conservative who warned against the dangers of the welfare state. Indeed, he 
was part of a post-World War II culture that saw a conspiracy behind government 
programs and policies—what one scholar called the “Paranoid Style of American 
Politics.” Like many conservatives of his generation, Benson feared a robust central- 
ized authority and manifested a deep nostalgia about the past, pining for a bygone 
era when government was smaller, less centralized, and less powerful. 

The apostle’s stark right-wing views were informed by his eight years in the 
Eisenhower administration where he served for two terms as the secretary of ag- 
riculture. In this capacity, he sought to roll back the excesses of the welfare state 
and to implement policies that would drastically reduce the federal government's 
regulation of the volatile farm economy. He claimed that the so-called “socialist pro- 
grams’ of presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman had eroded state 


1, My thanks to Newell G. Bringhurst and Gary Bergera for their astute comments on this draft. I also thank the 
anonymous reviewers who evaluated it for the journal. 


2. Richard Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style of American Politics (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1964). See also Robert 
Alan Goldberg, Enemies Within: The Culture of Conspiracy in Modern America (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2001). Conspiracy theories within the federal government can be traced to the nation’s founding. For 
this point, see Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1967); and Gordon S. Wood, “Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style: Causality and Deceit in the 
Eighteenth Century,’ William and Mary Quarterly 39 (July 1982): 401-41. 
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sovereignty and undermined American liberty, placing the US on the “royal road to 
communism. * 

The outspoken Mormon apostle viewed this rapid centralization of power in 
conspiratorial terms. He asserted that sinister forces were plotting to turn the US 
into a totalitarian state. These connivers, he opined, were liberal government bureau- 
crats who were determined to destroy American democracy and capitalism. Most 
remarkably, Benson asserted that President Eisenhower was a communist sympa- 
thizer, as were John F, Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard Nixon, Supreme Court 
Chief Justice Earl Warren, and Jimmy Carter. Indeed, conspiracy was at the center 
of the Mormon apostle’s worldview. Benson's writings describe secret U.N. schemes 
to promote a one-world government,’ affirm a communist takeover of the civil rights 
movement,’ and discuss attempts by the federal government to fluoridate the water 
supply.° His most brazen claim, however, was that President Eisenhower, a beloved 
five-star general and one-time mentor and friend, had aided and abetted the com- 
munist cause. How he developed these conspiracy views, and more particularly, how 
they affected a later generation of Mormons forms the central question of this study. 


aK 


Ezra Taft Benson was appointed to the apostleship in 1943 and later served as 
the LDS church president from 1985 until his death in 1994. Called to government 
service in 1953, he served as the secretary of agriculture in the administration of 
Dwight D. Eisenhower until 1961. Secretary Benson was among the most polarizing 
members of Eisenhower's cabinet. His policies reducing agricultural subsidies upset 
many American farmers, prompting calls for his resignation. Farmers hurled eggs at 
him during public events. Newspapers published angry screeds about him. He was 
heckled and harassed virtually everywhere he went.’ Benson dismissed such attacks, 


3. Ezra Taft Benson, The Red Carpet: Socialism—the Royal Road to Communism (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1962). 


4. Ezra Taft Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, compiled by Jerreld L. Newquist (Salt Lake City: Parliament 
Publishers, 1969); 160, 178-80; Ezra Taft Benson, Title of Liberty: A Warning Voice, compiled by Mark A. Benson 
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1964), 78-79. 


5. Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 13; Matthew L. Harris and Newell G. Bringhurst, eds., The Mormon 
Church and Blacks: A Documentary History (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2015), 76—79; and 

Matthew L. Harris,“Ezra Taft Benson, Martin Luther King, and Perceptions of a‘Communist Conspiracy,” in 
Matthew L. Harris, ed., Ezra Taft Benson: Mormon Apostle-President, Outspoken Conservative, and Crusading 
Cold Warrior (Urbana: University of Ulinois Press, forthcoming). 


6. Ezra Taft Benson to Henry Eyring, August 16, 1972, Box 22, Folder 4, Henry Eyring Papers, Special Collec- 
tions, Marriott Library, University of Utah; and David O. McKay journal, November 3, 1961, Box 49, Folder 1, 
David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. 


7. Herbert S. Parmet, Eisenhower and the American Crusades (New York: Macmillan, 1972), 320-24; Francis M. 
Gibbons, Ezra Taft Benson: Statesman, Patriot, Prophet of God (Salt Lake: Deseret Book, 1996), chap. 12; Brian 
Cannon, “Ezra Taft Benson and the Family Farm,’ in Harris, ed., Ezra Taft Benson: Mormon Apostle-President, 
Outspoken Conservative, and Crusading Cold Warrior. Benson's agricultural policies are ably captured in Cannon, 
“Ezra Taft Benson and the Family Farm’ and Gary James Bergera, “Rising above Principle’: Ezra Taft Benson 
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lamenting that “our opponents are unable to successfully attack our farm program 
and have decided to make a personal attack on me.” He incurred further criticism 
for firing Wolf Ladejinsky, a Russian-born Jew, from the department of agriculture. 
The apostle averred that Ladejinsky was a communist. He made this allegation in 
1954 during the Joseph McCarthy frenzy when Benson, along with other govern- 
ment officials, were swept up in anticommunist hysteria. 

Ladejinsky’s hasty firing proved a public relations disaster for Eisenhower. The 
president, nevertheless, stood by his secretary, despite the lack of evidence link- 
ing Ladejinsky to communism." During these difficult times, dozens of politicians 
called for Benson to either quit or be terminated before Eisenhower's second presi- 
dential run in 1956. Even LDS church president David O. McKay wanted Benson to 
leave the cabinet and return to Utah, as did Benson's colleagues in the Quorum of 
the Twelve. But Eisenhower affirmed his confidence in Benson and requested that 
he stay." 

Eisenhower's unwavering support for his embattled secretary drew the two men 
together. The president and his wife Mamie admired the Benson family, particu- 
larly their strong Mormon values, reinforced by the apostle's ecclesiastical position.” 
Upon Benson’ exit from government service in 1961 President Eisenhower thanked 


as US Secretary of Agriculture, 1953-61, Part 1, Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 41 (Fall 2008): 55-95; 
Bergera, Week Kneed Republicans and Socialist Democrats: Ezra Taft Benson as US Secretary of Agriculture, 
1953-61, part 2, Dialogue: Journal of Mormon Thought 41 (Winter 2008): 81-122. Benson discussed his farm 
policies in three books he published: Farmers at the Crossroads (New York: Devin-Adair, 1956); Freedom to Farm 
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960); and Cross Fire: The Eight Years with Eisenhower (Garden City, NY: Double- 
day, 1962). 

8. Benson to Reed and Mark Benson, November 27, 1957, reel 2, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS Church History 
Library. 

9. Mary S. McAuliffe, “Dwight D. Eisenhower and Wolf Ladejinsky: The Red Politics of the Declining Red 


Scare, 1954—55, Prologue: The Journal of the National Archives 14 (Fall 1982): 109-27; Ellen Schrecker, Many are 
the Crimes: McCarthyism in America (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1998), 293-94. 


10, Eisenhower eventually changed his position on Ladejinsky and reassigned him to another government posi- 
tion (McAuliffe, “Dwight D. Eisenhower and Wolf Ladejinsky”). Benson, however, did not acknowledge his 


error (Benson, Cross Fire, 226-28). 


u1. As explained in Ezra Taft Benson memo to Clare Middlemiss (David O. McKay's secretary), June 25, 1962, in 
Box $0, Folder 3, and McKay's journal, June 6, 1960, Box 45, Folder 5, both in David O. McKay Papers, Special 
Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. For the apostles’ disillusionment with Benson's tenure in the 
cabinet, see Benson to Henry Moyle, November 17, 1960, reel 7, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS Church History 
Library; and Harold B. Lee who stated: "... Ezra Taft Benson may be at the end of his rope in Agriculture, and 
commented that this may be the Lord’s way of humbling him so that he could come back and properly take up his 
work as a member of the Council of Twelve.’ In Ernest L. Wilkinson journal, March 7, 1958, Box 99, Folder 6, Er- 
nest L. Wilkinson Papers, L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B, Lee Library, Brigham Young University. 
Despite Eisenhower's support, he had misgivings about Benson. In private, he confided in his journal that “Many 
Republicans think that any public appearance by him would be a detriment in the Middle West.” See his journal 
entry of January 13, 1960, in Robert H. Ferrell, ed., The Eisenhower Diaries (New York: W.W. Norton, 1981), 377. 


12. Sherri Dew, Ezra Taft Benson: A Biography (Salt Lake: Deseret Book, 1987), 301-2, 308; Jean Edward Smith, 
Eisenhower in War and Peace (New York: Random House, 2012), 555-56. 
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him for being an “immeasurable aid to me,’ citing his “many contributions ... to the 
Nation, and especially to its rural population.” It was a warm letter bespeaking the 
eight difficult years they experienced together in the midst of McCarthyism, Ben- 
sons controversial farm policies, and the rapid rise of communism throughout the 
world. Benson, in turn, reflected on his government service with a sense of nostalgia. 
"T leave this office with a good deal of satisfaction, first because we have stopped and 
reversed a trend toward a government-dominated and socialized agriculture” and 
also because “we have made real progress toward greater freedom—the operation 
of free markets, freedom of choice on the part of farmers. I think the record of the 
administration overall is a good record,’ Benson noted. “I have come to know [the 
president] intimately and it's my hope and prayer that in all the days to come this 
country will be fortunate to have in the White House a man of the caliber and char- 
acter of Dwight D. Eisenhower.“ 

Benson expressed similar praise in the April 1960 LDS general conference, pub- 
licly thanking “President Eisenhower and other dedicated men [who] have worked 
tirelessly to help the free world understand better the deadly world conflict between 
good and evil which is constantly going on.’ He also spoke privately about “the Presi- 
dent's greatness.” 

But Benson's optimism about the Eisenhower administration and his praise for 
the man himself began to wane by 1961. His optimism in free markets, limited gov- 
ernment, and capitalism similarly waned. When he resumed his duties as an apostle 
in the LDS church, he began talking about a“secret alliance ... between the more ad- 
vanced social democrats and the hard-core communist conspiracy.’ This alliance, he 
insisted, was facilitated by “communists in high places in government” who had “given 
away vital military secrets’ and who had brought the country “to near bankruptcy by 
weakening our free enterprise system through adoption of socialistic policies” and 
“by permitting the insidious infiltration of communist agents and sympathizers into 
almost every segment of American life... ."° 

Agriculture was under attack too. “There is a real threat to the socialization of 
agriculture in the United States,’ Benson somberly declared in May 1961." We do not 
want a Communist system in the United States and Communism usually follows 
Socialism. We do not want anything to do with the criminal conspiracy which is 


13. Eisenhower to Benson, January 4, 1961, Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, eds., The American Presidency 
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=12052. 

14. Ezra Taft Benson address to UPI editors and publishers, Eastern Division Conference, Washington, DC, 
September 8, 1960, reel 7, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS Church History Library. 


15. Benson general conference sermon “Ihe Threat of Communism,” Improvement Era 63 (June 1960): 427; Ben- 
son to Sumner G. Whittier, January 26, 1961, reel 5, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS Church History Library. 


16. Benson, Title of Liberty, 173-75. See also Benson's forward to John J. Stewart's Mormonism vs. Communism 
(Salt Lake City: Mercury Publishing Co., 1961), viti; “Benson Warns of Secret Alliance,” Salt Lake Tribune, De- 
cember 12, 1961; and Benson, Red Carpet, 77-78. 
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Communism. ...No true Latter-day Saint,’ he explained,” can be a Communist or a 
Socialist because Communist principles run counter to the revealed word of God... 
-'7 In short, by 1961 Apostle Benson embraced a range of conspiracy theories. 

After that pivotal year Bensons writings and sermons took on a cautionary tone. 
He began to see himself as a “watchman on the tower,’ warning Latter-day Saints 
about labor unions, government welfare programs, and other liberal causes." He 
‘could [now] see things happening in this country that put him on alert,’ his son 
recalled years later. He “had a more expansive view pertaining to the threat that we 


faced in this country and that continued to grow.” 

The apostles conspiracy theories were informed and nourished by FBI director 
J. Edgar Hoover and Birch Society founder Robert Welch. Benson was particularly 
enamored with the FBI director, exchanging dozens of letters with him in the 1960s.”° 
In the post-war years Hoover was a significant anticommunist figure in the United 
States and arguably the movement's most prolific writer. He produced a string of 
carefully-written monographs the Bureau published discussing communist tactics 
and strategies and by popularizing communist influence in the media, schools, labor 
unions, and business and industry.” Benson praised Hoover's books as “must read- 
ing’ and extolled the director as “the best-informed man in the United States on the 
growing Communist conspiracy. ” 


17. Benson BYU devotional address "A Four-Fold Hope” (May 24, 1961), Brigham Young University Speeches of thee 
Year (Provo, UT: BYU Extension Publications, 1961), 9-11. See also Benson, Red Carpet, chap. 17. 


18. Many of Benson's sermons had the word “watchman” or “warning” in the title. See, for example, Benson, 
Title of Liberty: A Warning Voice; Benson “Watchman, Warn the Wicked,” in Benson, God, Family Country: 
Our Three Great Loyalties (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1974), chap. 36; general conference sermon “A Witness 
and a Warning,’ Ensign (November 1979): https://www.lds.org/general-conference/1979/10/a-witness-and-a- 
warning?lang=eng; and Benson, A Witness and a Warning: A Modern-day Prophet Testifies of the Book of Mormon 
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1988). See also Dew, Ezra Taft Benson, chap. 19 (“Sounding a Warning”). Accord- 
ing to Apostle Bruce R. McConkie, the “Lord's agents .. . raise the warning voice so that the sheepfold of Israel 
shall stand secure from the dangers and evils of the world.” In McConkie, Mormon Doctrine (Salt Lake City: 
Bookcraft, 1958), 754. 


19. Reed Benson, a close adviser to his father, made these observations in an oral history with Gregory A. Prince, 
September 15, 1999, Matt Harris files (my thanks to Prince for sharing a copy of the transcript). 


20. My thanks to journalist Lee Davidson of the Salt Lake Tribune for providing a copy of these letters. Davidson 
obtained the Benson-Hoover correspondence through the Freedom of Information Act. Part of their correspon- 
dence will be published in Matthew L. Harris, ed., Ezra Taft Benson and Anticommunism: A Documentary History 
(Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, forthcoming). 

21. Richard Gid Powers, Not Without Honor: The History of American Anticommunism (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1995), 254-82. See also Curt Gentry, J. Edgar Hoover: The Man and the Secrets (New York: 
Penguin, 1992), 447-49. 

22. Benson to Hugh B. Brown, September 18, 1962, Box 3, Folder 4, Hugh B. Brown Research Files, L. Tom 
Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. In particular, Benson praised two 
of Hoover's books as “must reading”: Masters of Deceit: The Story of Communism in America and How to Fight It 
(New York: Hold, Rinehart, and Winston, 1958) and A Study of Communism (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston, 1962). For this point, see his letter to Brown, cited above, and Benson, Title of Liberty, 83. Benson also 
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Hoover's books Masters of Deceit (1958) and A Study of Communism (1962) 
alarmed Benson, especially his claim that “many persons, including high-ranking 
statesmen, public officials, educators, ministers of the gospel, professional men, have 
been duped into helping communism.” Most importantly, Hoover taught Benson 
that “the gravest danger” in the United States was not the spread of communism 
abroad but the spread of communism from within the United States. The direc- 
tor insisted that Americans who fought for racial and economic equality—college 
students, in particular—were unconscionably “duped” by communists into believ- 
ing that social justice proscriptions would help, not hinder, American democracy.” 
Benson was so enamored with Hoover's teachings that with President McKay's sup- 
port he invited the director to speak in general conference and republish some of 
his writings in church periodicals. In Benson's judgment, Hoover was “truly a great 
American.” 

Robert Welch, the controversial Birch Society founder, was the other important 
influence on Benson. Though FBI officials called the Birch Society “the most pub- 
licized right-wing extremist group in the country,’ Benson praised it as a legitimate 
anticommunist organization.” From the society's founding in 1958, Welch brought 
together businessmen, academics, and government officers who shared his extreme 
antigovernment and anticommunism views.” After the fall of McCarthyism in 1954, 
McCarthy's followers lacked a voice to articulate their concerns and the opportunis- 
tic Birch founder filled the void. At its peak in 1965-66 the Birch Society boasted 
over 100,000 members. At its ten-year anniversary in 1968, the society's membership 
hovered around sixty to seventy thousand and by the 1990s an estimated fifteen to 
twenty thousand, a far cry from Welch’ initial vision of one million members.” 


read the “FBI Crime Report” and kept dozens of copies in his private files. See reel 6, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, 
LDS Church History Library. 


23. Hoover, Masters of Deceit, 93. Benson frequently quoted Hoover in general conference, at BYU devotionals, 
and in addresses to civic groups. See Benson, Red Carpet, 21, 23, 40, 56, 80—81, 225, 264, 277, 289-90; Benson, 
Title of Liberty, 5, 18, 26-27, 33-34, 39-44, 59, 65-70, 72-73, I11—12, 166, 176; Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, 
44, 49, 65, 308, 310. 

24. Benson, Title of Liberty, 70. 


25. For a more extensive examination of Benson and Hoover, see Harris, “Ezra Taft Benson and the Perils of 
Communism, in Harris, ed., Ezra Taft Benson and Anticommunism. For Benson’ praise of Hoover, see his letter 
to Richard Nixon, May 4, 1971, Ezra Taft Benson File (94-38023-66), Federal Bureau of Investigation Files and 
Records (Freedom of Information Act), Washington, DC. 


26. M. A. Jones memorandum to Mr. DeLoach, September 21, 1962, Ezra Taft Benson File (77-54679-40), Fed- 
eral Bureau of Investigation Files and Records (Freedom of Information Act), Washington, DC; Benson, Title 
of Liberty, 39. 

27. The Birch Society was named after John Birch, an American soldier the Chinese killed in World War II. See 
Terry Lautz, John Birch: A Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016); and Robert H.W. Welch Jr., The Life 
of John Birch (Boston: Western Islands, 1961). 


28. D.J. Mulloy, The World of the John Birch Society: Conspiracy, Conservatism, and the Cold War (Nashville, TN: 
Vanderbilt University Press, 2014), 2, 10. 
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Benson and Welch met in 1961 and became close friends.” The Mormon apostle 
invited Welch to move the Birch Society's headquarters to Midway, Utah, where he 
owned a summer cottage. Even more significantly, the apostle tried to link the LDS 
church with the society.”° 

Benson eagerly devoured the Birch literature and read virtually everything 
Welch had written. The Politician, Welch's signature work, greatly influenced him, 
along with articles in the American Opinion, a Birch magazine, and the Birch Bulletin, 
a monthly newsletter. The Politician, written in 1958 and published in book form 
in 1963, electrified Benson.” In it, Welch asserted that Dwight D. Eisenhower was 
"a dedicated, conscious agent of the communist conspiracy.’ Welch further claimed 
that various members of Eisenhower's inner circle were also communists, namely, 
John Foster Dulles, the secretary of state; Alan Dulles, the CIA director; and Mil- 
ton Eisenhower, a close adviser to his brother. Equally astonishing, Welch argued 
that “Eisenhower and his Communist bosses and their pro-Communist appointees 
[were] gradually taking over” the United State government, doing so “right under the 
noses of the American people.’ More provocatively, Welch alleged that the United 
States was 50-70 percent under Communist control.” 


29. D. Michael Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Extensions of Power (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1997), 
67-68, notes that Benson was in contact with a member of the Birch Society in 1959, but did not establish “an 
association with the Birch Society” or its founder until 1961. My research confirms Quinn's assessment. 


30. Ezra Taft Benson to Robert Welch, November 17, 1967, and Welch's response, November 22, 1967, both in 
Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, John Birch Society Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. Portions of the Benson- 
Welch correspondence will be published in Harris, ed., Ezra Taft Benson and Anticommunism: A Documentary 
History. The documents in that collection detail Benson's efforts to link the church with the Birch Society as well 
as his efforts to distribute Birch literature to Latter-day Saints. 


31. Benson informed senior apostle Joseph Fielding Smith that he first read The Politician in 1961 in 
galley form some two years before it was published in 1963. See Benson to Smith, July 31, 1963, MSS 
SC 1260, L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Library, Brigham Young University. Also in 
Box 11, Joseph Fielding Smith Papers, LDS Church History Library. Benson promptly ordered a copy 
of The Politician as soon as it was published. See Benson to Birch Society administration, November 
8, 1963, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. Benson frequently 
quoted Birch literature in his sermons. See Benson, Title of Liberty, 15-17, 35-40, 56-58, 72; Benson, 
An Enemy Hath Done This, 82-84, 160, 192-94, 334—36, 338. His personal copies of the Birch Bulletin 
are located at the Special Collections Library, the University of California Los Angeles. 


32. The Politician (1958 unpublished manuscript in Matt Harris files), 267; The Politician (Belmont, MA: Bel- 
mont Publishing Co., 1964), 221-28, 249. Welch initially claimed that Eisenhower was a communist in a 1958 
unpublished manuscript he circulated among friends. The manuscript, which comprised 302 pages, was eventu- 
ally titled The Politician. When journalists obtained a copy of the manuscript in 1960, they criticized him for his 
outlandish assertions about Eisenhower. When The Politician was officially published in 1963, Welch omitted 
some of the most controversial claims, including the line that Eisenhower was “a dedicated, conscious agent of 
the Communist conspiracy.” Nevertheless, subsequent editions of The Politician afirm Welch's belief that Eisen- 
hower was an unwitting agent of the Communist cause. . .’ See The Politician, rev. ed. (Appleton, WI: Robert 
Welch University Press, 2002). Mulloy, World of the John Birch Society, 16-22, provides a succinct overview of the 
evolution of The Politician as well as attacks on it. See also David H. Bennett, The Party of Fear: The American Far 
Right from Nativism to the Militia Movement, revised and updated (New York: Vintage, 1995), 318-19. 
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Welch's blustery rhetoric was precipitated by a series of decisions General Eisen- 
hower had made during World War II. Eisenhower's unwillingness to march into 
Berlin during a critical point in the war, his seeming delay in opening a second front 
in Europe, and his stubborn rejection of an overture from the German government 
to surrender raised Welch's suspicion. That suspicion continued after Eisenhower 
became the president in 1952 when he refused to repeal the liberal New Deal, sup- 
port Joseph McCarthy, or listen to conservatives who were critical of his domestic 
agenda. This was all proof, Welch artfully deduced, that Eisenhower was a “dedi- 
cated, conscious agent of the Communist conspiracy.” 

Moderates within the Republican Party immediately dismissed Welch as a“cred- 
ible observer of political reality.’ Conservatives like Barry Goldwater became fright- 
ened by The Politician and told Welch that “I want no part of this. I won't even have it 
around. If you were smart, youd burn every copy you have.’ Conservative columnist 
William F. Buckley called Welch and his followers “The Loonies.”* Even conservative 
FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, usually inclined to silence on such matters, expressed 
public disapproval. “Personally, I have little respect for the head of the John Birch 
Society since he linked the names of former president Dwight D. Eisenhower, the 
late John Foster Dulles, and former CIA director Allen Dulles with communism.” 
Hoover further asserted: “Anybody who will allege that General Eisenhower was a 
Communist agent has something seriously wrong with him.”* 

Benson, by contrast, found The Politician to be“a most significant and alarming 
volume.’ He expressed astonishment that Eisenhower, ‘so strong for Christian prin- 
ciples and basic American concepts,’ could be “so effectively used as a tool to serve 
the communist conspiracy. *° So enamored by Welch's views, Benson sent copies of 
The Politician to each member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and the First 
Presidency, extolling it as “essential reading’—“one of the most shocking volumes 
you have ever read.’ He further explained:“I hope this book will increase our knowl- 
edge, decrease our gullibility and sharpen our discernment, in order that we may 
more fully provide the sound counsel and leadership which our people so desperately 


33. Ihe Politician (1958), 267; and passim. 

34. David Farber, The Rise and Fall of Modern American Conservatism: A Shorty History (Princeton, NJ: Princ- 
eton University Press, 2010), 71; Robert Alan Goldberg, Barry Goldwater (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1995), 137; Carl T. Bogus, Buckley: William F Buckley Jr. and the Rise of American Conservatism (New York: 
Bloomsbury Press, 2011), 174. 


35. Hoover press conference on the Warren Report, November 20, 1964, J. Edgar Hoover Files (62- 
104401, #2381), Federal Bureau of Investigation Files and Records (Freedom of Information Act), 
Washington, D C; J. Edgar Hoover testimony before the Warren Commission, November 23, 1964 
[no editor], Hearings before the President's Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, 26 
vols. (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 1964), 5:101. 


36. Benson to J. Edgar Hoover, May 28, 1965, Ezra Taft Benson File (62-104401), Federal Bureau of 
Investigation Files and Records (Freedom of Information Act), Washington, DC. 
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need in this grave spiritual struggle.” He ordered copies for the LDS Church His- 
tory Library, sent the book to countless business executives and friends, and gave 
dozens of copies away as Christmas gifts.* 

The Politician provided Benson a lens by which to view his government service. 
Welch's ideas validated Benson’ frustration dealing with lobbyists, liberals, and nay- 
sayers who took issue with his farm policies.” More important, The Politician in- 
formed Benson's conspiracy views of the federal government. He came to believe 
that Eisenhower's failure to eliminate liberal New Deal programs was part of a larger 
conspiracy to centralize and consolidate government power. Benson also embraced 
the Birchers’ view that the civil rights act of 1957 was a product of the same conspit- 
acy. In fact, he opined that President Eisenhower was an unwitting communist dupe 
who supported civil rights legislation, which empowered an already-bloated federal 
government. Benson further embraced Welch's claim that communist schemers had 
designed the legislation to gobble up the powers of the state.*° 

Just as important, the Birch founder convinced Benson to take Joseph McCar- 
thy’s claims seriously, specifically his allegation that communists had infiltrated the 
United States government.** While the McCarthy hysteria in 1954 influenced Ben- 
sons decision to fire Wolf Ladejinsky from the Agricultural Department, Benson 
disapproved of the senator's tactics and methods. That same year he denounced the 
senator for his “hysterical preachings” claiming that McCarthy “would destroy our 


37. See, for example, Benson to Joseph Fielding Smith, July 31, 1963. The David O. McKay papers 


indicate that he sent this letter to each apostle. 


38. Benson to Hoover, June 15, 1965, Ezra Taft Benson File (94-38023-5), Federal Bureau of Investigation Files 
and Records (Freedom of Information Act), Washington, DC. The Benson-Welch papers at the John Birch So- 
ciety Headquarters in Appleton, Wisconsin, contain receipts and acknowledgements of copies of The Politician 
that Benson ordered. 


39. LDS church historian Leonard Arrington, who was acquainted with Benson, opined that the apostle was 
disillusioned working with “the blacks and the Jews, the Commies and the ultra-liberals” during his two terms 
in Eisenhower's cabinet. In Arrington journal, October 20, 1978, Box 33, Folder 6, Leonard J. Arrington Papers, 
Special Collections, Merrill-Cazier Library, Utah State University. 


40. In particular, see Welch, The Politician (1958), 267-68; Welch, A Letter to the South: On Segregation, rev. ed. 
(Belmont, MA: American Opinion, 1964); and Welch, Two Revolutions at Once (Belmont, MA: American Opin- 
ion, 1965). For Benson's views on Eisenhower and civil rights, see “Benson, Graham Rip Wheat Sale,” Deseret 
News, October 28, 1963; and “Benson Says Black is Red,’ The Daily Utah Chronicle (University of Utah student 
newspaper), October 29, 1963. For Benson's praise of Welch's conspiracy theories on civil rights, see Benson to 
Welch, August 11, 1965, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, John Birch Society Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. 
Benson also promoted Welch’ civil rights’ views in his sermons and writings. See Ezra Taft Benson general con- 
ference address “Not Commanded in All Things,’ April 6, 1965, unaltered version, David O. McKay Scrapbook 
#79, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah; Benson, “Trust Not 
the Arm of Flesh,’ Improvement Era 70 (December 1967): 55-58; and Benson, Civil Rights: A Tool of Communist 
Deception (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1968). 


41. The best studies of McCarthyism include Schrecker, Many are the Crimes; Powers, Not Without Honor; David 
M. Oshinsky, A Conspiracy So Immense: The World of Joe McCarthy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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basic freedoms under the guise of anti-communism.™ But after Benson and Welch 
became friends in 1961, the apostle began praising McCarthy for rendering “a service 
in emphasizing the insidious threat of the Communist influence in government.’ 
Years later Benson explained his affection for the Wisconsin senator in more pointed 
terms: Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, whom I knew and admired, was essentially 
correct in the claims he made about the Communist threat in America.’“ He was not 
vilified because he ‘smeared innocent people, but because he identified and exposed 
guilty ones.” 

Benson's conspiracy views also informed his reading of the Book of Mormon. 
In 1961, the apostle developed a peculiar reading of this unique Mormon scripture, 
fixating on its teachings about “free agency” and “secret combinations.’ In general 
conference that year, Benson taught that the “gospel can prosper only in an atmo- 
sphere of freedom’—confirmed by both history and sacred scriptures.* The right 
of choice, or “free agency, he asserted, was central to the gospel plan” and thus had to 
be protected against evil influences that would take it away. He drew upon scriptures 
to buttress this claim, predicting that “murderous conspiracies’ were afoot ‘in the last 
days” designed to diminish freedom.” 

Benson found ample proof of these “murderous conspiracies’ in his reading of 
“secret combinations, where ‘ancient prophets’ warned against a band of "Gadianton 
Robbers” who conspired to overthrow the Nephite government. His favorite verse 
was Ether 8:25, in which the Nephite prophet Moroni “foresaw the rise of a great 
world-wide secret combination among the gentiles which... seeketh to overthrow 
the freedom of all lands, nations, and countries. ...” Further, Benson taught that 
Moroni “warned each gentile nation of the last days to purge itself of this gigantic 
criminal conspiracy which would seek to rule the world.’** In this vivid and imagina- 
tive retelling, the Mormon apostle found proof of a conspiracy in the ‘great civiliza- 
tions’ of the Book of Mormon, underscoring how they “were destroyed through the 


42."Benson Aims New Blast At M’Carthy,’ Salt Lake Tribune, June 23, 1954. Eisenhower also rejected McCarthy- 
ism. In Smith, Eisenhower, 584, 587, 591-92. 


43. Benson to Hawaii temple president H. Roland Tietjen, May 22, 1962, Box 7, Folder 3, Alumni Association Re- 
cords, L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University; Benson,” McCarthy 
in Retrospect,” Freeman Report (Provo, UT), June 30, 1977, copy in Box 55, Folder 1, Leonard J. Arrington Papers, 
Special Collections, Merrill-Cazier Library, Utah State University. See also Benson to Welch, September 15, 1967, 
Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. Lewis Rock, Jr., Benson’ assistant in the 
agriculture department, discussed Benson's affection for McCarthy. See his letter to Barbara Lawless, January 
26, 1961, reel 5, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS Church History Library. For Welch’s approval of McCarthy, see 
Mulloy, World of the John Birch Society, 33, 76, 140, 176. 


44. Enemy Hath Done This, 324. 


45. Benson conference address, “The American Heritage of Freedom — A Plan of God,’ Improvement Era 64 
(December 1961): 953-55. Bensons earlier sermons rarely discuss the Book of Mormon. See generally Title of 
Liberty and So Shall Ye Reap. 


46. Benson, “American Heritage of Freedom,’ 953. 
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insidious work of a murderous, secret conspiracy whose designs were to get power 
and gain to overthrow the freedom of all lands.’ Benson theorized that “[w]hen all of 
the trappings of propaganda and pretense have been pulled aside, the exposed hard- 


core structure of modern communism is amazingly similar to the ancient Book of 


Mormon record of secret societies such as the Gadiantons.’”’ 


For Benson, then, it was easy to accept Hoover and Welch’ conspiracy theories 
because the Book of Mormon had prophesied about conspiracies in the latter days. 
But Benson was hardly the first LDS leader to blend apocalyptism with anticommu- 
nism. LDS culture was awash in such rhetoric during the post-World War II years, 
as was contemporary evangelical culture. Bensonss associates in church leadership 
had been preaching an American apocalypse for years, notably David O. McKay, 
Joseph Fielding Smith, and Bruce R. McConkie.** Similarly, Benson's fellow Mor- 
mons and close associates, W. Cleon Skousen and H. Verlan Anderson, had profited 
handsomely, producing their own books advancing a communist conspiracy in the 
“last days.’*? Benson's uniqueness, then, was not in his rigid anticommunism but in 
his fusing it together with Mormon scripture. His “rhetorical posture,’ one scholar 
has perceptively noted, was one of a lonely voice in the wilderness.” 

After reading The Politician in 1961 Benson began praising the Birch Society as 
the “most effective non-church organization fighting against creeping socialism and 


47. Ibid. Benson amplified these themes throughout his ministry. In particular, see his BYU devotional address, 
“Book of Mormon Warns America” (May 21, 1968), Speeches of the Year (Brigham Young University, 1968), hetp:// 


speeches.byu.edu/?act=viewitem&id=1619. 


48. David O. McKay, Statements on Communism and the Constitution of the United States (Salt Lake City: De- 
seret Book, 1966); Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation: Sermons and Writings of Joseph Fielding Smith, 
compiled by Bruce R. McConkie, 3 vols. (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1954-1956), 3:314—-15; McConkie, Mormon 
Doctrine, 656. See also See First Presidency statement in Improvement Era 39 (August 1936): 488 and Conference 
Report (October 1942): 90. For evangelical culture, consult Jason W. Stevens, God-fearing and Free: A Spiri- 
tual History of America’s Cold War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); Matthew Avery Sutton 
American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014); 
Kevin M. Kruse, One Nation Under God: How Corporate America Invented Christian America (New York: Basic 
Books, 2015), 67—93. 

49. W. Cleon Skousen was the most influential LDS author linking communism to millennialism and couching 
it in conspiratorial terms. See Skousen, The Naked Communist (Salt Lake City: Ensign, 1958); The Naked Capital- 
ist (Salt Lake City: Self-Published, 1962). Benson and Skousen were extremely close. Benson endorsed his books 
in general conference (Title of Liberty, 116, 183) and tried get him appointed dean of the College of Social Sciences 
at BYU (Ernest L. Wilkinson journal, April 12, 1968, Box 102, Folder 5, Ernest L. Wilkinson Papers, L. Tom 
Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, BYU). Anderson wrote three seminal works detailing his views 
about a Communist conspiracy: Many Are Called But Few Are Chosen (Salt Lake City: Hawkes Publishing, 
1967); The Great and Abominable Church of the Devil (Provo, UT: Self-Published, 1972); The Book of Mormon and 
the Constitution, compiled and presented by Hans V. Andersen, Jr. (Orem, UT: Self-Published, 1995). Anderson 
was the first general authority appointed by Ezra Taft Benson during his LDS church presidency. Benson fre- 
quently implored Mormons to read Anderson's works. See Benson to Elder Bremer, August 1, 1972, Matt Harris 
files (courtesy of Joe Geisner); and Benson, God, Family, Country, 321. 


50. Patrick Q. Mason, “Ezra Taft Benson and Modern (Book of ) Mormon Conservatism,” in Patrick Q. Mason 
and John G. Turner, eds., Out of Obscurity: Mormonism Since 1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 71. 
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Godless Communism.” Shortly thereafter his eldest son Reed joined the Birch So- 
ciety and became its regional coordinator in 1962. Bensons wife Flora, along with 
their younger son Mark, also joined the society.” The Bensons involvement with 
the Birch Society generated a firestorm of controversy within the LDS community. 
Of particular concern was Reed Benson, who organized Birch recruitment meet- 
ings in LDS sacrament services. This prompted First Presidency counselor Hugh B. 
Brown to issue a stern warning stating that “our chapels and meetinghouses’ should 
not be used for Birch purposes. Similarly, Reed Benson told Latter-day Saints that 
church president David O. McKay, himself an ardent anticommunist, approved the 
Birch Society, as if to convey an official church endorsement of the anticommunist 
organization.” 

The LDS church did not endorse the Birch Society. In fact, McKay did not allow 
Benson to join the society or to sit on its board. The aging Mormon president issued 
a statement distancing the church from the controversial organization.”* Neverthe- 
less, Benson continued his close association with the Birch Society and his embrace 
of its teachings. In his popular Mormon book, The Red Carpet: Socialism—the Royal 
Road to Communism, published in 1962, Benson equated liberal government pro- 
grams with ‘creeping socialism.’ The term, widely used by Birchers and fiscal con- 
servatives in the 1950s and 1960s, referred to federal regulatory agencies, progressive 
income taxes, and labor unions that all eroded power and control from property 
owners, employers, and state and local authorities. The epithet suggests that liberals 


51. McKay journal, August 9, 1963 (Box 54, Folder 1) and March 5, 1964 (Box 56, Folder 2), both in David O. 
McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah). Benson's praise of the Birch Society 
was also printed in the Congressional Record: Proceedings and Debates of the 88" Congress, First Session 109 (August 
6, 1963), as well as in numerous newspapers and in private communiques. See also Benson, Title of Liberty, 36—40, 
for a vigorous defense of the Birch Society. 


52. For Reed's employment with the Birch Society, and for his father’s support, see Benson, Title of Liberty, 39; see 
also David O. McKay journal, October 26, 1962, Box 51, Folder 5, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, 
Marriott Library, University of Utah. For Flora Benson and Mark Benson joining the JBS, go to Quinn, Mormon 
Hierarchy, 68. For newspaper coverage of Reed’s employment with the Birch Society, see“Reed A, Benson Takes 
Post in Birch Society,’ Deseret News, October 27, 1962; “Reed Benson Takes Post With John Birch Group,’ Salt 
Lake Tribune, October 27, 1962; and “Benson-Birch Tie Disturbs Utahans,’ New York Times, November 4, 1962. 


53. Hugh B. Brown, “Honor the Priesthood,’ Improvement Era 65 (June 1962):450. Brown later complained that 
Reed Benson ignored his counsel to not use “our chapels and meeting places for political purposes.’ In Brown to 
David O. McKay, January 6, 1963, Box 52, Folder 3, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Li- 
brary, University of Utah. Reed vehemently denied the charges that he used Mormon worship services to advance 
the Birch cause. In Reed Benson to David O. McKay, January 10, 1963, Matt Harris files (courtesy of Joe Geisner). 


54. For McKay's denial of Benson's request to join the Birch Society and sit on its Board, see McKay journal, 
August 9, 1963, Box 54, Folder 1, and March 5, 1964, Box 56, Folder 2, in David O. McKay Papers, Special Col- 
lections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. Several newspapers published the First Presidency statement on 
the Birch Society. See “Church Sets Policy on the Birch Society,’ Deseret News, January 4, 1963; Birch Tie Flatly 
Denied by LDS,’ Ogden Standard-Examiner, January 4, 1963;“ Mormon Head Clarifies Stand on Birch Society: 
McKay Lashes at Those Who Try to Align Church With Groups Partisan Views,’ Los Angeles Times, January 
4, 1963; LDS Leaders Reject Any Idea of Link Between Church, Birch Society,’ Sacramento Bee, January 4, 1963. 
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were gradually collapsing the American economy with their reckless spending on “so- 
cialist” programs, ever slowly turning the government into a communist state. Con- 
niving conspirators in all levels of government were responsible. In Benson's judge- 
ment, they had infiltrated the government and had worked their way “into almost 
every segment of American life.” 

Benson echoed this theme again in 1963 when he gave a provocative speech to a 
gathering of over two thousand Birch supporters at the society's five-year anniver- 
sary in Los Angeles. The apostle explained that he was not there “to tickle your ears” 
or to entertain you. He told the crowd that he was there with the blessing of LDS 
president David O. McKay. "The message I bring is not a happy one,’ Benson grimly 
noted. For thirty years we have aided the cause of the atheistic-socialist conspiracy 
by permitting socialists, communists, and fellow-travelers in high places in govern- 
ment. Additionally, he decried “the insidious infiltration of socialistic communist 
agents and sympathizers into almost every segment of American life.’”*° 

Bensons address represented the first time that he had publicly implied that 
President Eisenhower had allowed communists into the highest echelons of govern- 
ment—and that the president himself was possibly a communist agent.” Benson 
refused to answer a reporter's question after his address whether or not he agreed 
with Welch's claim that “Eisenhower was a tool of the Communists.” The apostle 
unsuccessfully “sidestepped” the question, causing the New York Times to report that 
Benson “hailed” the Birch chief and suggested that he agreed with Welch's assertion 
that Eisenhower leaned red. The Associated Press reported the story too.” 

Recognizing the controversy, Benson wrote Eisenhower to quell the commotion. 
He expressed affection for the president and sent along his warm wishes. President 
Eisenhower reciprocated. He wrote back and said that he was grateful for Benson's 
expression of “kindly feelings’ and assured his former secretary that he did not pay 
any attention to the buzz generated by the Birch event. He admitted that he had 
been “somewhat badgered” by the press to address “Bensons comments,’ but he re- 
frained.” Long since I have learned to ignore such things and I have nothing to say,’ 
Eisenhower confessed. “Indeed, when the time comes when I must defend myself 


55. Benson, Red Carpet, 76. The Birch Society purchased four thousand copies of the book to sale in their book- 
stores. Welch to Benson, April 29, 1965, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. 


56. Benson, Title of Liberty, 1, 5, 15. 
57. Benson had discussed a government conspiracy two years earlier in 1961 (see the note above). However, this 
was the first time he implied that Eisenhower had communist proclivities. 


58. Jack Langguth, “Birch Society Aim Hailed by Benson: He Won't Rebut Eisenhower Denunciation by Welch,’ 
New York Times, September 23, 1963." Benson Speaker at Testimonial Dinner,’ Associated Press, September 24, 
1963. The Washington Post reported on the pre-coverage publicity of the event, “Benson to Speak at the John 
Birch Fete,’ September 20, 1963. 
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against charges of disloyalty, of communist leanings,’ he continued, “then it will be 
time for me to be gone from this vale of tears.” 

Idaho congressman Ralph Harding, a practicing Latter-day Saint, was not as 
charitable towards Benson. He had been reading The Politician and was disillusioned 
that Benson would not defend the president when a reporter asked him at the Birch 
banquet whether or not he thought Eisenhower “was a dedicated, conscious agent 
of the Communist Conspiracy.’ Harding, who once extolled Benson as his “favor- 
ite General Authority” (the apostle set Harding apart as a missionary in 1949), was 
angry and spoke out. He stayed up all night writing a speech that detailed his griev- 
ances against Benson. He sent the speech to his stake president, Milan D. Smith and 
to First Presidency counselor Hugh B. Brown, both of whom supported the con- 
gressman. You can do the Church a real service by going ahead and delivering that 
speech, Brown explained.” In a lengthy speech occupying nearly four pages in the 
Congressional Record, Harding assailed Benson for “utilizing his high church office” 
to promote’an extremist ideology which casts aspersions on our elected officials and 
other fellow citizens’ and for “actually hinder[ing] the battle against communism.” 
Bensons close friend, BYU president Ernest Wilkinson, characterized it as a “bitter 
attack” against the apostle. Other LDS congressmen shared Hardings disappoint- 
ment with Benson.” 

Alarmed by the whole episode, the LDS church First Presidency called Benson 
to Frankfurt, Germany, to preside over the European mission. In public, the LDS hi- 
erarchy denied reports that Benson was" being sent into exile for his political views.’ 
In private, however, they expressed a different message, frankly admitting that he was 
sent overseas so that he would “forget all about politics and settle down to his duties 


59. Eisenhower to Benson October 5, 1963, Box 9, Secretary's Series, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library. 
Unfortunately, the Benson letter cannot be located. However, the contents of the letter can be gleaned from 
Eisenhower's reply. 


60. As recounted in Ralph Harding oral history interview with Gregory A. Prince, September 19, 2000 (my 
thanks to Prince for sharing a transcript of the interview). 


61. Speech of Hon. Ralph Harding of Idaho in the House of Representatives, September 25, 1963, “Ezra Taft 
Benson's Support of John Birch Society is Criticized,’ Congressional Record, Proceedings and Debates of the 88" 
Congress First Session. For press coverage of Harding's address, see Frank Hewlett, “Harding Assails Benson on 
Birch Issue,” Salt Lake Tribune, September 26, 1963; “Idaho Congressmen Hits Benson Speech,’ Deseret News, 
September 26, 1963; and“ Legislator, a Mormon, Scores Benson for Birch Activities,’ New York Times, September 
26, 1963. 


62. Wilkinson journal, September 27, 1963, Box 101, Folder 3, Ernest L. Wilkinson Papers, L. Tom Perry Spe- 
cial Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. “Ezra Taft Benson's Support of John Birch 
Society is Criticized,’ Congressional Record, Proceedings and Debates of the 88” Congress First Session (which also 
includes an account of LDS congressman Richard T. Hanna of California, who was also “disturbed” by Benson's 
politics). See also LDS congressman Ken Dyal letter to Hugh B. Brown, February 1, 1966, Matt Harris files 
(courtesy of Greg Prince). Several Latter-day Saints sent Harding letters expressing gratitude for “Harding's 
courage’ to confront Benson. In the David S. King Papers, Box 4, Folder 2, Special Collection, Marriott Library, 
University of Utah. King was a congressman from Utah and a friend of Harding's. 
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as a member of the Council of the Twelve.” Clearly, the First Presidency did not 
approve of Bensons Birch crusading. First Presidency counselor Henry D. Moyle 
had already “reprimanded [Benson] severely” for “being disloyal to President Eisen- 
hower” while Brown had already proposed that “some disciplinary action should be 
taken’ against him. Similarly, Apostle Mark E. Petersen had written an editorial in 
the church-owned and operated Deseret News condemning “certain Americans” for 
accusing President Eisenhower of being a communist.” 

In the midst of this controversy BYU professor Cleon Skousen published The 
Communist Attack on the John Birch Society—a pamphlet Benson eagerly embraced. 
It was a spirited defense of Benson in general and the Birch Society in particular. In 
it, Skousen noted that Welch was ‘critical of ... decisions by President Eisenhower 
and his aides which had allowed Communist gains.’ But at the same time Skousen, 
a close friend of Benson's and a member of the Birch Society speakers’ circuit, ex- 
plained that Welch had made these claims “prior to the time the John Birch Society 
was organized and such opinions were therefore never part of the society's policies or 
principles.’ Skousen's defense of conspiracy was nothing new. Skousen himself had 
published a number of books that advanced a range of conspiracy theories. His 


63. Joseph Fielding Smith urged that Benson forget “all about politics” in a letter to Ralph Harding, October 30, 
1963, Matt Harris files. Apostle Mark E. Petersen expressed a similar sentiment. He “wished there was some 
way to keep Brother Benson out of politics.” As reported in a First Presidency meeting, August 18, 1964, Box 57, 
Folder 2, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. See also “Apostle 
Benson Denies Being Sent into ‘Exile’ for Political Views,’ Ogden Standard-Examiner, October 29, 1963; and 
“Mormons to Send Benson Overseas: Controversial Leader Will Head Europe Missions,’ New York Times, 
October 25, 1963. 


64. Utah Congressman Wayne Owens recalled reading a letter that Henry D. Moyle wrote to Benson chastising 
him for “being disloyal to President Eisenhower.’ Owens noted:“[Moyle] really ripped him.” In Owens interview 
with Richard D. Poll, June 1981, p. 19, transcript prepared by Gregory A. Prince, Box 82, Folder 13, Richard D. 
Poll Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. See also Poll’s handwritten notes, Box 
67, Folder 12, Richard D. Poll Papers, ibid. Moyle’s letter to “Taft,” as Benson was called, is also recollected by 
David O. McKay, in McKay journal, August 9, 1963, Box 54, Folder 1, David O. McKay Papers, ibid. Brown 
recommended on at least three occasions that Benson receive disciplinary action. See Brown to BYU religion 
professor Gustave Larson, November 11, 1962, Box 10, Folder 12, Gustave Larson Papers, L. Tom Perry Special 
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University; Ed Lyons to George T. Boyd, October 15, 1963, 
Box 14, Folder 12, George T. Boyd Papers, ibid.; Hugh B. Brown to John K. Black, March 16, 1966, Box 1, Folder 
5, Hugh B. Brown Research Files, ibid. For Petersen's editorial, see “What Americanism Must Mean,’ Deseret 
News, October 28, 1961. 


65. Skousen, The Communist Attack on the John Birch Society (Salt Lake City: Ensign Publishing Co., 1963), 8. 
Benson, Title of Liberty, 43-44. 


66. Skousen’s most prominent works include The Naked Communist (Salt Lake City: Ensign Publishing Co., 
1958); The Naked Capitalist (Salt Lake City: Ensign Publishing Co., 1970); and The Five Thousand Year Leap 
(Washington, DC: National Center for Constitution Studies, 1981). LDS scholars criticized Skousen for his 
conspiracy views. See Richard D. Poll, This Trumpet Gives an Uncertain Sound: A Review of W. Cleon Skousen’s 
The Naked Communist (Provo, UT: Self-Published, 1962); William E. Fort Jr., Louis C. Midgley, Carrol Quigley, 
W. Cleon Skousen, “Round Table Review of The Naked Capitalist,’ Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 6 
(Autumn/Winter 1971): 99-114. Conservative columnist David Frum characterized Skousen as one of the “leg- 
endary cranks of the conservative world, a John Bircher, a grand fantasist of theories about secret conspiracies 
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most prominent book, The Naked Communist (1958), was a ‘national bestseller.” It 
gained instant recognition within the Mormon community when President McKay 
praised it in general conference, as did Apostle Benson.” 

Meanwhile, in the fall of 1963 as Benson prepared for his European mission, 
word got back to Eisenhower that Benson actually sympathized with Welch. Con- 
gressman Harding sent the president a copy of his published speech in the Congres- 
sional Record, along with a spirited letter conveying the congressman's disappoint- 
ment with Benson. The former president was stunned. In a rare show of emotion, he 
told Harding that “The Politician” was “trash” and vowed not to read it. Eisenhower 
could not understand how Welch,“who professes himself to be an anti-Communist,’ 
could “so brazenly accuse” him of being a Communist when his “entire life's record 
has been one of refutation of Communist theory, practice, and purpose—of Com- 
munist tendencies and leanings.”” 

Eisenhower did not contact his former secretary immediately. Instead, Benson 
made the first move in 1964 after an Idaho newspaper leaked portions of Hard- 
ings correspondence with Eisenhower, along with a letter from senior apostle Joseph 
Fielding Smith criticizing Benson and a letter from President McKay's son Law- 
rence who also condemned the apostle's Birch crusade.” Benson's friends sent him 
the newspaper leak in Germany. In response, an embarrassed Benson zipped off a 
letter to Eisenhower in April 1964. It was a cautious letter. He played the victim, ac- 
cusing Congressman Harding of attacking him. Somewhat disingenuously, Benson 


between capitalists and communists to impose a one-world government.’ In Sharron Haddock, “Beck's Backing 
Bumps Skousen book to top,” Deseret News, March 21, 2009. 


67. So characterized by the Improvement Era 64 (December 1961): 891, the official LDS church magazine. The 
Naked Communist has gone through dozens of reprint editions. As of 2017, it is still in print. 


68, McKay,“ Preach the Word,’ Improvement Era 62 (December 1959): 912; Benson,“ The Threat of Communism,’ 
Improvement Era 63 (June 1960): 428; Benson, “American Heritage of Freedom,’ 953. 


69. Harding to Eisenhower, September 30, 1963, and Eisenhower's reply of October 7, 1963, both in Box 48, 
1963 Principal File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library. J.D. Williams, an LDS bishop, also expressed 
displeasure to President Eisenhower about Bensons disloyalty. Williams to Eisenhower, October 11, 1963, Box 21, 


Folder 4, J.D. Williams Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. 


70. Ike Praises Idaho Solon for Benson Criticism,’ Salt Lake Tribune, February 21, 1964; “Ike, LDS Leaders 
Thank Harding For Anti-Birch, Benson Speech,’ Idaho State Journal, February 20, 1964.°Solon Embarrassed By 
Letter Publication,’ Deseret News, February 21, 1964; “Release Unauthorized, Solon Says of Letters,” Salt Lake 
Tribune, February 22, 1964; “Idaho Writers Say Letters Were Widely Circulated,” Idaho State Journal, Febru- 
ary 23, 1964, For a discussion of the newspaper leak, see Gregory A. Prince and Wm. Robert Wright, David 
O. McKay and the Rise of Modern Mormonism (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2005), 300-301. The 
leak angered President McKay because it exposed internal dissention in the church ranks—a body that prides 
itself on harmony. For this point, see the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Minutes, March 5, 1964, 
Box 56, Folder 2, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. For the 
leaked letters, see Harding to Eisenhower, September 30, 1963, Box 48, 1963, Principal File, Dwight D. Eisen- 
hower Presidential Library; Robert R. McKay to Harding, October 18, 1963, Joseph Fielding Smith to Harding, 
December 23, 1963, both in Box 5, Folder 22, David John Buerger Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, 
University of Utah. 
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claimed that his Birch Society address in Los Angeles was a “non-partisan public 
meeting” that had the full support of President McKay. The apostle then offered 
an olive branch to his former boss, explaining that he did not agree with everything 
Welch had said, though he did not address Welch's claim that Eisenhower was a 
communist.” 

Eisenhower was not consoled. He was testy—and he promptly wrote Benson 
saying so. I have been informed by reliable individuals that [Welch] ... has labelled 
me as a card-carrying Communist and as an individual whose purpose is to help 
communize this country.’ He then lashed out to Benson. “This is the kind of cyni- 
cal, unjustified and publicity seeking pronouncement that does far more to promote 
rather than defeat Communism. Such falsehoods and baseless charges,’ the former 
president continued, ‘are the kind of things against which I never publicly or private- 
ly defend myself. But you can understand why I feel some satisfaction when other 
individuals, who from long association know me well, express indignation at such 
lies.’”” The last line indicated the president's frustration at Benson for agreeing with 
Welch's outlandish claims. 

Benson further roiled the waters when his son Reed gave an intemperate speech 
the following year before a crowd of more than six hundred Birchers in Denver, 
Colorado. The younger Benson, seemingly oblivious to his surroundings and the 
damage that it could do to his father, asserted that the communist takeover in the 
United States was imminent and that President Eisenhower was to blame. Reed rea- 
soned that whether or not the president knew that the communists were using him 
was not the issue. “(I]t doesnt matter how your house burns down,’ he groused. Ex- 
panding the point further, Reed explained to a reporter afterwards that he thought 
his “father's view [of Eisenhower] was right. Ike was duped by the Communists.’ The 
reporter then asked the younger Benson how his father could stay with Eisenhower 
for two terms if he really believed the president was aiding and abetting communism. 
Reed rejoined:" Well, I think the president used my father for protective coloration.” 

Reed's speech got the Mormon apostle into more trouble. Almost immediately 
after the address, Bryce Harlow, one of Eisenhower's former aides, read about it in 
the newspaper and called it to the attention of Rusty Brown, the president's sec- 
retary, who shared the information with the president, along with the newspaper 
clipping covering Reed's speech. Indignant, the president wrote his former secretary, 
attaching a copy of the newspaper article, underlining the most egregious passages: 


71. Benson to Eisenhower, April 28, 1964, Box 25, 1964 Principal File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library. 
72. Eisenhower to Benson, May 19, 1964, ibid. 


73. Reed Benson, quoted in Doug Bradley, “Bircher Urges Look at Goals,’ Denver Post, April 24, 1965, copy in 
Box 20, 1965 Principal File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library. See also “Reed Benson Says Welch 
Was Correct in Calling Eisenhower Communist,’ Provo Daily Herald, April 22, 1965; “Benson Upholds Bircher 
Views, Idaho Free Press, April 22, 1965. 
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Toward the end of the attached article you will find a marked passage that cites an 
amazing reason for my keeping you in the Cabinet for eight years. It alleges that you 
were so naive that you allowed me to use you for nefarious purposes, while I always felt 
that my reason for holding on to you was an admiration, respect and affection for you. I 
hope that this did not make me the “dupe” that the article now calls me.” 


The letter caught the apostle off-guard. He was still in Germany and claimed he 
was unaware of Reed's remarks. He “felt sure that Reed had been misquoted. I now 
have confirmation of that fact. Further details will come to you later,’ the apostle 
promised. ” 

The details never came. Embarrassed that his son had revealed his conspiracy 
theories in public, Benson retreated the only way he knew how: He told the presi- 
dent that his son had been misquoted. To soften the blow, the apostle sent the presi- 
dent a birthday greeting in August of that year.” But Benson's motives were less than 
sincere. In May 1965, about a few weeks after Reed's speech, the apostle sent a frank 
letter to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover defending The Politician and asking him to 
read it. Portions of it were similar to Reed’s address.“ What difference does it make 
if your house is burned down by an ignorant man, a person who wants to get warm 
or an arsonist, Benson explained, implying that it was irrelevant whether or not 
“Mr. Eisenhower was ... ignorant, a politician, or consciously aiding the communist 
conspiracy. For Benson, the result was still the same: the president had aided and 
abetted communism, whether wittingly or unwittingly. He agreed with Welch that 
“Mr. Eisenhower's actions in dealing with the Communists have been tragic.’ He 
further explained that he would “never know in this life why [Eisenhower] did some 
of the things he did which gave help to the conspiracy.” 

Later that year Benson showed even less restraint—probably out of frustration 
that the Birch Society was becoming increasingly marginalized in the United States, 
a result of Welch’s controversial teachings.” In December 1965, the apostle wrote 
Eisenhower a forceful letter defending the Birch Society, challenging “anyone who 
believes in the Constitutional precepts of our Founding Fathers to make a thorough 
investigation of the society and not be convinced that it is the best Americanist tra- 
dition and uses only legal and moral means to attain legal and moral ends.’ ‘The 


74. Dwight D. Eisenhower to Ezra Taft Benson, May 18, 1965, Box 20, 1965 Principal File, Dwight D, Eisenhower 
Presidential Library; Bryce Harlow memo to Lillian “Rusty” Brown, May 15, 1965, Box 8, ibid. 


75. Benson to Eisenhower, July 1, 1965, ibid. 
76. Eisenhower acknowledged the birthday greetings in a letter of August 2, 1965, Box 20, ibid. 
77. Benson to Hoover, May 28, 1965. 


78. Mulloy, World of the John Birch Society, 35-39, discusses the media's “smear campaign’ against the Birch So- 
ciety in the 1960s. See also Arnold Foster and Benjamin R. Epstein, Danger on the Right (New York: Random 
House, 1965), 40-41; Daniel Bell, The Radical Right: The New American Right, expanded and updated (New 
York: Doubleday, 1963), 349-63; and Powers, Not Without Honor, 292-93. 
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apostle became more assertive with each passing sentence: “Are we going to attack 
the Society because we dont like some of its members or endorsers,’ Benson asked 
Eisenhower?’ If so, we will be attacking many former F.B.I. agents, counterspies, in- 
telligence and security officers and some high ranking officials in the last Republican 
administration.’ Accompanying the letter was a document called “Summary of Cli- 
ches Used to Discredit and Vilify the John Birch Society—with a Rebuttal.’ It was a 
boiler-plate summary of talking points that the Birch Society distributed to counter 
criticism about it. He implored Eisenhower to study it carefully. Benson sent the 
same letter to former Vice President Richard Nixon.” 

Neither Eisenhower nor Nixon responded. The damage had been done. The 
apostle continued to defend the controversial Birch Society and its embattled found- 
er, even though it displeased his former boss, a man he once considered a cherished 
mentor and friend. Put simply, Benson's afhliation with the Birch Society had cost 
him his friendship with Eisenhower. After 1965, there is no record that the general 
wrote Benson again, though Benson extended birthday greetings to him on an occa- 
sion or two and had Birch literature sent to him.*° When Eisenhower died in 1969, 
Benson released a statement praising the former president as “a great leader,’“a true 
friend,’ and a “world figure.’ Perhaps it was Benson's way of making peace with the 
man, or perhaps it was Benson's way of expressing regret for questioning his patrio- 
tism.” 

Be that as it may, the apostle promoted other conspiracy theories throughout the 
1960s and 1970s. Benson believed that the civil rights movement was a front-group 
for communists. He claimed that there was a secret alliance between the Kremlin 
and black leaders designed to overthrow capitalism in the United States.” He also 
believed that fluoridating the water supply was a plot by the federal government to 


79. Benson to Eisenhower, December 9, 1965, Box 20, 1965 Principal File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential 
Library; Ezra Benson to Richard Nixon; December 9, 1965, Box 3, Ezra Taft Benson folder, Wilderness Years: 
Series [:S; Sub-Series A: 1963-1965, Series 238; Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, Yorba Linda, 
CA. 


80. Benson telegram to Eisenhower, October 14, 1968, Box 2, 1968 Principal File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presi- 
dential Library. Benson requested that the Birch magazine American Opinion be sent to “General Eisenhower.’ In 
Benson to Robert Welch, January 13, 1967, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, John Birch Society Headquarters, 
Appleton, Wisc. 


81. Benson, as quoted in “Dwight D. Eisenhower Dies: Utahns Join in Mourning,’ Deseret News, March 28, 1969. 
Gibbons, Ezra Taft Benson, 261, speculates that Benson “implied regret that any statement or conduct on his part 
might have intended that President Eisenhower was anything other than a loyal, patriotic American.’’ When 
Benson learned that Eisenhower was in the hospital nearing the end, he wrote the president a get-well letter, 
which was acknowledged by one of the presidents aids. Benson to Eisenhower, March 14, 1969, and Robert 
L. Schultz to Benson, March 21, 1969, Box 1, 1969 Principal File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library. 
Eisenhower died on March 28, 1969. 


82. Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 13 (“Civil Rights—Tool of Communist Deception”). See also Har- 
ris and Bringhurst, Mormon Church and Blacks, 76-79; and Harris,“ Ezra Taft Benson, Martin Luther King, and 
Perceptions of a‘Communist Conspiracy.” 
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diminish the sovereignty of the states.” In addition, he opposed the United Nations, 
asserting that it was a communist-dominated” organization designed to promote 
a one-world government. Finally, he viewed the Vietnam War as a subterfuge to 
mask the domestic agendas of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, which were calcu- 
lated, he claimed, to foist communism on the American people.” 

Benson had long suspected that John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson leaned 
red. Just weeks before the presidential election in 1960, the apostle wrote to friends 
expressing concern. He speculated that if" Senators Kennedy and Johnson are elected 
it will mean this country will move further and more rapidly in the direction of great- 
er government interference in business, industry, and agriculture, increased expen- 
ditures and more centralization of power in Washington.’ Benson was pleasantly 
surprised, however, when President Kennedy embraced free market principles. For 
Benson, it demonstrated that Kennedy was “becoming American’ by moving away 
from a centralized economy. But Benson also theorized that Kennedy's embrace of 
capitalism came at a price: It led communists to assassinate him. He opined that it 
was the liberals’ fault. They had been “coddling ... communism’ by being “tolerant, 
‘broadminded, and'working for peace,” when in reality, Benson noted, they had been 
“pampering, protecting and promoting the very nest of serpents which produced Lee 
Harvey Oswald,’ the communist who killed President Kennedy.” 


83. Benson advocated this position forcefully to Mormon scientist Henry Eyring in a letter of August 16, 1972, 
Box 22, Folder 4, Henry Eyring Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah; see also David 
O. McKay journal, November 3, 1961, Box 49, Folder 1, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott 
Library, University of Utah. 


84. Benson, Title of Liberty, 79; see also Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 14 (“The United Nations— 
Planned Tyranny”); Benson, Red Carpet, 195-97; Ezra Taft Benson to Gunn McKay, September 19, 1973 and 
McKay's response, October 16, 1973, both in Box 182, Folder 23, K. Gunn McKay Papers, Special Collections, 
Merrill-Cazier Library, Utah State University. 


85. In particular, see Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 3 (“Stand Up for Freedom’), chap. 5 (“Trade and 
Treason”), 100-101, chap. 12 (“Vietnam—Why Not Victory?”), 338; Benson, Title of Liberty, 161-78. See also 
“Benson Says JFK Soft on Reds,” Los Angeles Herald and Express, December 12, 1961; Kennedy Aides Held Soft 
on Reds,’ Los Angeles Times, December 12, 1961; "U.S. Red Peril Emphasized By Elder Benson,” Deseret News, 


December 12, 1961; “Benson Warns of ‘Secret Alliance,’ Salt Lake Tribune, December 12, 1961. 


86. Benson to Tommy and Sally Eveleth, October 17, 1960, reel 2, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS Church History 
Library. Benson and Kennedy clashed during the 1960 presidential campaign. Kennedy criticized Benson's farm 
policies during the 1960 presidential campaign. He claimed that Benson “had spent more of the taxpayers’ money 
than any previous Secretary of Agriculture.’ Kennedy further opined that Benson “had hired more department 
employees than any Secretary of Agriculture in the nation’s history” and had “been in office for almost seven 
years and he still blames it on the Democrats.’ In Kennedy, “The Benson Record,” 1960, Speeches and the Press, 
series 15, Pre-Presidential Papers, Presidential Campaign Files, 1960, John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and 
Museum, Boston, MA. 


87. Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, 31-33 (quote at 32), 256-57. In Cross Fire, 530, Benson later concluded: 
“T didn't believe that Senator Kennedy was as far left as some of his party. As a senator he had said once to me 
that he was one Senator who believed in what I was trying to do.’ For Kennedy as a fiscal conservative, see Al- 
len J. Matusow, Unravelling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 1960s (New York: Harper and Row, 1984), 
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Benson was less charitable toward Lyndon Johnson. He opposed President 
Johnson's domestic agenda, specifically the Civil Rights Act (1964) and Voting 
Rights Act (1965).°° Johnson's welfare programs concerned him even more. He pos- 
tulated that Johnsons policies had established an “ever-increasing centralization of 
power in the federal government,’ which weakened “individual initiative, enterprise, 
and character.” Benson articulated these concerns most vividly in the “The Proper 
Sphere of Government,’ a spirited sermon he gave in general conference and at Birch 
gatherings. He lamented that Johnsons programs were building up “a generation 
of lazy, government-dole-consuming weaklings,’ claiming that if “this Communist- 
planned program of deception is not stopped, it will destroy our nation.”° 

Benson also opined that President Richard Nixon was soft on communism—a 
remarkable claim given that Nixon was an ardent red baiter for most of his tenure 
in government.” “I am heartsick over your Red China decision,’ the apostle candidly 
told him, objecting to his efforts to establish diplomatic ties in communist China. 
Benson further scolded Nixon for his “trust in the Communists” and for failing to 
end “treasonous trading” between “many American businesses’ and “the enemy. To 
emphasize the point, he sent the president a copy of his talk “Trade and Treason,’ 
in which Benson criticized the government for trying to ‘curry the economic favors 
of the Kremlin masters.” Also important, he sent Nixon, along with members of 
his cabinet, copies of the American Opinion magazine, praising it as “the best single 
source of reliable information regarding the problems facing our beloved nation,’ 
particularly “the greatest evil in this world—the Godless Socialist-Communist Con- 


spiracy....”° 


32-42; and Robert Dallek, An Unfinished Life: John FE. Kennedy, 1917-1963 (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, 2003), 
142—43, 147. 


88. Benson, Civil Rights: Tool of Communist Deception, 1-13; Benson, Title of Liberty, 58, 62,76; Benson, An Enemy 
Hath Done This, 310. 

89. Ibid., 30—31. 

90. Benson, “The Proper Sphere of Government,’ Improvement Era 71 (December 1968): 51-53 (quotes on 53). 
Benson also gave this speech to various anticommunist groups in the United States. It was also reprinted in 
An Enemy Hath Done This (chap. 8) and the Vital Speeches of the Day (1968), 514-20. The American Opinion 
Bookstore in Salt Lake City (An Enemy Hath Done This, 125), a Birch affiliate, published it in pamphlet form. It 
was also made into a filmstrip entitled “Man, Freedom and Government,’ produced by a production company in 
Temple City, California. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SWASSYz4PY. See also Benson to Robert 
Welch, March 8, 1968, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. 


gi. Rick Perlstein, Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of America (New York: Scribner, 2008), 
28-34; Evan Thomas, Being Nixon: A Man Divided (New York: Random House, 2015), chap. 3. 


92. Benson to Nixon, August 2, 1971, Series 320, Box 76, Ezra Taft Benson Folder, Richard Nixon Library, Yorba 
Linda, California; Benson to Nixon, March 5, 1969, ibid. For Benson's“ Trade and Treason’ address, see Benson, 
An Enemy Hath Done This, 63-86 (quote on 71). For Nixon establishing diplomatic ties with China, see Robert 
Dallek, Nixon and Kissinger: Partners in Power (New York: Harper Collins, 2007), chap. 11. 


93. Benson to Nixon, January 31, 1969, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. 
Benson asked that he be billed for the cost of the subscription. Benson to Welch, January 31, 1969, ibid. 
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Bensons concerns about the Nixon administration were echoed by his son Reed, 
who gave an animated speech in April 1969 to LDS Birchers in Salt Lake City. Reed 
told the crowd of nearly 1,000 people that the “Communists ... want the Vietnam 
War to go on as long as possible so they can impose more taxes and take more gov- 
ernment control.’ The younger Benson explained “that the American public wanted 
a change. .., but hasnt had one so far” with the Nixon administration. He lamented 
that the president's policies on poverty, Vietnam, and civil rights mirrored too closely 
Lyndon Johnsons. More dramatically, Reed implied that the Nixon administration 
was guilty of treason since they were sending “foreign aid to Communist nations.“ 
The apostle, who attended the speech with his wife, gushed to Robert Welch about 
his son's performance. He called itthe finest review of the state of the nation we have 
ever listened to, adding, "I don't think I ever felt prouder of a son, or daughter, than 
I did Monday night.” 

In addition to criticizing the presidents, Benson had strong words for Earl War- 
ren, the Chief Justice of the US Supreme Court. Like most Birchers, Benson want- 
ed him impeached. He accused the Warren Court of waging a “weird war” against 
religion for declaring school prayer unconstitutional in Engel v. Vitale (1962) and 
for handing “down so many decisions favorable to the communists.°° He continued 
sharing these controversial views in 1969, when he spoke to Latter-day Saints around 
the country. After one memorable stake conference in Illinois, members complained 
about Benson’ talk. It was largely “political,” a frustrated Latter-day Saint protested 
to the First Presidency. Benson discussed"Godless communism’ and “Socialism” and 
“linked these insidious influences to the decisions of the Supreme Court, the Civil 
Rights movement, and other political matters.” Also that year he published a critical 
collection of his talks entitled An Enemy Hath Done This, which outlined in stark 
detail his conspiracy views. He sent the Birch founder an autographed copy of the 


94.’ Birch Aide Says U.S, Could Win in 90 Days,’ Deseret News, April 8, 1969. 
95. Benson to Welch, April 10, 1969, Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, Wisc. 


96. Benson, “Godless Forces Threaten Us,” Improvement Era 72 (December 1969): 69—73 (quote on 70); Benson, 
An Enemy Hath Done This, 31, 68, 101, 104, 308, 332—33, chap. 23 (“The Supreme Court—A Judicial Oligarchy”); 
and First Presidency Minutes, wherein Benson explained that the Supreme Court issued rulings favorable to 
communists (Box 61, Folder 4, David O, McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of 
Utah). Malloy, World of the John Birch Society, 109-17, discusses in some detail the Birchers attempt to impeach 
Warren. See also “The Movement to Impeach Earl Warren,’ John Birch Society Bulletin (August 1961): 5; and John 
Birch Society Bulletin (August 1965): 4. Benson shared the Birchers’ zeal to impeach Warren. For a broader dis- 
cussion about the Supreme Court's decision to remove prayer in public schools, particularly the Birch response, 
see Kruse, One Nation Under God, 205; Bruce J. Dierenfield, The Battle over School Prayer: How Engel v. Vitale 
Changed America (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2007), 151-52. 


97. First Presidency Minutes, February 12, 1969, Box 69, Folder 4, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, 
Marriott Library, University of Utah. 
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book and asked him to advertise it in Birch magazines.” The Improvement Era, the 
oficial LDS magazine, also advertised it, calling it a“hard-hitting and spirited” vol- 


ume that “uses specific examples to show how individual freedoms are being washed 


away... coe 


The book was controversial from the get-go. Hugh B. Brown and N. Eldon 
Tanner, McKayss counselors, strongly objected to its publication, asserting that the 
apostle was out of line for “impugning and criticizing the President of the United 
States, the Supreme Court, and the President's cabinet.’ Brown, in particular, called 
“such inflammatory remarks’ inappropriate for “one holding a high position in the 
Church.”°° Other senior leaders shared their concern. They wished Benson would 
cease afhliation with the Birch Society and focus on his ministry. What is more, they 
expressed frustration that President McKay encouraged him to speak out against 
communism.’ When McKay died in 1970, however, matters abruptly changed. 
McKayss successors in the church presidency did not allow him to talk about a“com- 
munist conspiracy." 

Nevertheless, as late as 1972, the apostle continued teaching about secret combi- 
nations within the federal government. This was not a “conspiracy theory, he boldly 
asserted in general conference, but a‘conspiracy fact.’ Underscoring the point further, 


he instructed Latter-day Saints to read Gary Allen's None Dare Call It Conspiracy 


98. Notes by Alvin R. Dyer, January 22, 1969, Box 69, Folder 3, David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, 
Marriott Library, University of Utah. Mormon Bircher Jerrald L. Newquist compiled Benson's talks and pub- 
lished them as An Enemy Hath Done This. Benson to Welch, April 2, 1969, and Mary Welch (Robert Welch's wife 
and assistant) to Benson, April 7, 1969, both in Ezra Taft Benson Correspondence, JBS Headquarters, Appleton, 
Wisc. 


99. Improvement Era 72 (October 1969): 24. 


100. First Presidency Minutes, July 19, 1968 (Box 67, Folder 6) and January 22, 1969 (Box 69, Folder 3), David O. 
McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. 


101. Quinn, Mormon Hierarchy, chap. 3; Prince and Wright, David O. McKay and the Rise of Modern Mormonism, 
286-322; Harris, Ezra Taft Benson and the Perils of Communism.” For McKay's permission allowing Benson to 
discuss anticommunism in general conference and elsewhere, see McKay journal, March 23, 1966 (Box 62, Folder 
1), Benson to McKay, March 25, 1966 (Box 62, Folder 1), McKay journal, September 22, 1967 (Box 67, Folder 2), 
David O. McKay Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. For the apostles’ frustration 
relating to Bensons Birch activities, see Harold B. Lee to J. Willard Marriott, March 22, 1966, Box to, Folder 3, J. 
Willard Marriott Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah; Hugh B. Brown to John K. 
Black, March 16, 1966, Box 1, Folder 5, Hugh B. Brown Research Files, L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold 
B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University; Mark E. Petersen memo to Hugh B. Brown, [1964], David O. McKay 
journal, August 18, 1964, David O. McKay Papers, ibid.; N. Eldon Tanner statement in First Presidency Minutes, 
February 18, 1966, Box 62, Folder 2, ibid.; Joseph Fielding Smith statement in First Presidency Minutes, March 
5, 1964, Box 56, Folder 2, ibid.; Spencer W. Kimball journal, March 24, 1966, reel 28, Spencer W. Kimball Papers, 
LDS Church History Library. 


102. For McKay's complicated relationship with Benson and the Birch Society, consult Prince and Wright, David 
O. McKay and the Rise of Modern Mormonism, chap. 12. For McKay's strictures against the Birch Society, see 
McKay journal, January 23, 1963 (Box 52, Folder 3), August 9, 1963 (Box 54, Folder 1), March 5, 1964 (Box 56, 
Folder 2), March 23, 1966 (Box 62, Folder 1), March 29, 1966 (Box 62, Folder 1), David O. McKay Papers, Special 
Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. 
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(1971), a Birch-filled conspiracy tract. After that polemical address the First Presi- 
dency began to reign in Benson. They expunged the Birch reference in the published 
version of the talk and warned him not to discuss in general conference anticom- 
munism, the Birch Society, Gadianton Robbers, secret combinations, or government 
conspiracies.’ Joseph Fielding Smith, McKay's successor in the church presidency, 
was the first LDS president to curb Benson's political expressions. Harold B. Lee, 
Smith's successor, also limited him, as did Spencer W. Kimball, who followed Lee. 
But after Kimball became the president in 1973 Benson resumed speaking about 
government conspiracies and secret combinations. 

Early in Kimball's presidency, for example, Benson warned Latter-day Saints 
that they were under ‘condemnation’ for not reading the Book of Mormon. This sa- 
cred book of scripture, he averred, would “expose and combat the falsehoods in so- 
cialism, organic evolution, rationalism, [and] humanism.’ He further warned that 
the United States would “continue to degenerate unless we read and heed the wards 
of the God of his land, Jesus Christ, and quit building up and upholding the secret 
combinations, which the Book of Mormon tells us proved the downfall of both pre- 
vious civilizations. °* Moreover, he counseled President Gerald Ford to discontinue 
Nixon's foreign policy on Russia and China, which called for détente, an ease in rela- 
tions with the two communist nations. “Ihe communists are our mortal enemies” 
and “we cannot afford to deal with them,’ he emphatically stated.“ We should not 
trade with them. And we should not agree to limit our arms. It does not matter 
whether we disarm unilaterally or collaterally: either course of action would surren- 
der our military independence.” 

Benson continued to express alarm during the Jimmy Carter administration. As 
the country faced rampant inflation and a ballooning national debt, Benson sullenly 
noted that “Never since the days of the Civil War has this choice nation faced such 
a crisis.""°° Of chief concern was Carter's policies on the welfare state, which Ben- 
son called “legalized plunder.’ In specific, the apostle alleged that Carter's policies on 


103. Benson, “Civic Standards for the Faithful Saints,’ Ensign (July 1972): https://www.lds.org/ensign/1972/07/ 
civic-standards-for-the-faithful-saints?lang=eng. Benson's reference to Allen's book was dropped in the pub- 
lished version of the talk. However, a Birch magazine printed the unexpunged version, including the reference to 
Allen's book: Utah Independent, April 14, 1972, 4. Benson also advanced conspiracy theories in a 1968 devotional 
address at Brigham Young University (An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 29). For the First Presidency cracking 
down on Benson, see Harris, “Ezra Taft Benson and the Perils of Communism’; Quinn, Mormon Hierarchy, 
106—08; Quinn, “Ezra Taft Benson and Mormon Political Conflicts,’ Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 26 
(Summer 1992): 71-73. 

104. Benson,“ The Book of Mormon is the Word of God,’ Conference Report (April 1975): https://www.lds.org/ 
general-conference/1975/04/the-book-of-mormon-is-the-word-of-god?lang=eng&_r=1. 


105. Benson to Ford, June 16, 1975, C23, Presidential Handwriting File, Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library, Ann 
Arbor, MI. There are dozens of letters in this collection from Benson to Ford. 


106. Benson, This Nation Shall Endure (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1979), 99. The best study of the Carter 
presidency is Laura Kalman, Right Star Rising: A New Politics, 1974-1980 (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010). 
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Social Security and other welfare programs were taking the “country into full-scale 
socialism.’ Carter's embrace of détente further concerned him.'’” But above all, Ben- 
son was convinced that the Russian KGB had infiltrated the US government. He 
sent FBI director William Webster an article written by Bircher Alan Stang claiming 
that the KGB was “influencing actions and policies of the intelligence community, 
the Congress ... [and] the President and his Staff.” Alarmed, Benson requested a 
meeting with the director to discuss the article."** The apostle kept up the pulse in 
general conference, warning that “we must awaken to sense of [our] awful situation, 
because of this secret combination which [is] among [us].... We must not tolerate 
accommodation with or appeasement toward the false system of Communism. We 
must demand of our elected officials that we not only resist Communism, but that 
we will take every measure to prevent its intrusion into this hemisphere.’ He also 
sent each member of Congress a copy of his book The Red Carpet, warning about an 
internal subversion within the government.” 

By 1980, Bensons aggressive sermonizing had ceased. After a controversial speech 
at BYU, in which Benson warned that the “the prophet may be involved in civic mat- 
ters, President Kimball rebuked him for the sermons stark political overtones. Con- 
cerned Latter-day Saints feared that the talk foreshadowed Benson's rise to the LDS 
presidency; they fretted that he might align the church with his right-wing politics.”° 
But it did not happen. When Benson became the LDS church president in 1985, he 


no longer expressed his conspiracy theories. Except for a few references to “secret 


a9? 


107. Jack Fenton, “Benson Attacks Welfare as ‘Legal Plunder,” Salt Lake Tribune, June 27, 1976; Benson, This Na- 
tion Shall Endure, 115; Benson BYU devotional address “A Vision and a Hope for the Youth of Zion” (April 12, 
1977), Brigham Young University Speeches of the Year (Provo, UT: BYU Extension Publications, 1977), 4. See also 
Jack Fenton, “Inflation, Reds Pose Peril, Benson Warns,’ Salt Lake Tribune, March 5, 1976; Fenton,“Benson Lam- 
bastes Détente, Support of Communists, Salt Lake Tribune, August 28, 1976; and Benson to Barry Goldwater, 
February 18, 1980, where he calls détente “an absolute fraud.” In Box 2, Folder 7, Barry Goldwater Papers, Special 
Collections, Hayden Library, Arizona State University. 


108. Benson thought highly of Alan Stang’s article “A Serpent in the House: The K.G.B.,” American Opinion 
(June 1978): 11-23, 103—5, which alleges that the KGB had infiltrated the US government. Benson sent a copy 
to FBI director William H. Webster and requested a meeting Griolithim to discuss it. Webster acknowledged 
receiving the article in a letter to Ezra Taft Benson, June 29, 1978, but he did not agree to a meeting. In Ezra 
Taft Benson File (197-338), Federal Bureau of Investigation Files and Records (Freedom of Information Act), 
Washington, DC. One of Webster's aids summarized the article in a memorandum to his colleague, Mr. W.O. 
Cregar, December 19, 1978, ibid. 


109. Benson, “A Witness and a Warning.’ Benson to Barry Goldwater, February 18, 1980, Box 2, Folder 7, Barry 
Goldwater Papers, Special Collections, Hayden Library, Arizona State University. In this letter, Benson acknowl- 
edges that he sent members of Congress a copy of his book. 


110. I explore this point in some detail in Harris, “Ezra Taft Benson and the Perils of Communism.” See also 
Edward L. Kimball, Lengthen Your Stride: The Presidency of Spencer W. Kimball— Working Draft (Salt Lake City: 
Benchmark Books, 2009), 237; Gregory A. Prince, Leonard Arrington and the Writing of Mormon History (Salt 
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2016), 409-10; Quinn, Mormon Hierarchy, 111; Dew, Ezra Taft Benson, 469; 
Gibbons, Ezra Taft Benson, 284. Benson,“ Fourteen Fundamentals in Following the Prophet,’ BYU Speeches (Feb- 
ruary 26, 1980): https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/ezra-taft-benson_fourteen-fundamentals-following-prophet/. 
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combinations’ and growing “federal agencies,’ he was virtually apolitical in his ser- 
mons. He no longer condemned government leaders as socialists and communists 
or embraced radical views of the federal government.” More instructively, the Cold 
War was winding down and Ronald Reagan, a man he liked and admired, was in the 
White House.” In addition, senior church officials convinced him that his partisan- 


ship was damaging the church, especially as they tried to open missions in commu- 


nist nations.’ 


Nonetheless, ultraconservatives within the LDS community continued to pro- 
mote Bensons conspiracy views. After Benson became the church president in 1985, 
they elevated “his ultraconservative politics to the status of prophecy.’ These conser- 
vative extremists, arguably a small number of Mormons in the Intermountain West, 
focused intently on his general conference addresses when Benson warned that the 
church was under ‘condemnation’ for treating the Book of Mormon lightly—a book 
“written for our day.’”"* Moreover, they were pleased when President George H.W. 
Bush awarded Benson the Presidential Citizen's Medal in 1989, the second highest 
award given by the US government.” 


111. For Benson's references to “secret combinations” as church president, see Benson, A Witness and a Warning, 6; 
“Book of Mormon—Keystone of Our Religion,” Ensign 16 (November 1986): 6; “The Savior’s Visit to America,” 
Ensign 17 (May 1987): 4; “Ihe Book of Mormon is the Word of God,” Ensign 18 (January 1988): 5; “I Testify,’ 
Ensign 18 (November 1988): 87; “Beware of Pride,’ Ensign 19 (May 1989): 6; and “The Book of Mormon is the 
Word of God,’ p. 4, Annandale Virginia Stake Conference, January 5, 1986, Box 199, Folder 1, Sterling McMurrin 
Papers, Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah. For Benson's references to the federal govern- 
ment, go to Benson, The Constitution: A Heavenly Banner (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1986), 25; Benson, “The 
Constitution—A Glorious Standard,” Ensign (September 16, 1986): https://www.lds.org/ensign/1987/09/the- 
constitution-a-glorious-standard?lang=eng; and Benson ,“Our Divine Constitution,’ Conference Report (Octo- 
ber 1987): https://www.lds.org/general-conference/1987/10/our-divine-constitution?lang=eng. 


112. [he two men exchanged correspondence, which conveyed their mutual respect for one another. See Ezra Taft 
Benson to Ronald Reagan, May 29, 1984, Reagan to Benson, July 17, 1984, Benson to Reagan, January 6, 1986, 
Reagan to Benson, January 9, 1986, all in Box 7, Latter-day Saints (Mormons) file, Ronald Reagan Presidential 
Library, Simi Valley, California. 


113. For a broader discussion of this point, see my “Ezra Taft Benson and the Perils of Communism.’ See also 
Dew, Ezra Taft Benson, 475—76; and Kimball, Lengthen Your Stride, 50, 163, 236. Spencer W. Kimball recounts in 
his journal instances when he chastised Benson for publicly expressing his partisanship. Kimball journal, Febru- 


ary 22,1974, November 5, 1974, both in reel 39, Spencer W. Kimball Journals, LDS Church History Library. 


114. John Charles-Duffy, “The Making of Immanuel: Brian David Mitchell and the Mormon Fringe,’ Sunstone 
(October 2003): 38; Benson, “The Book of Mormon—Keystone of Our Religion,’ Ensign 16 (November 1986): 
4-7; Benson “Flooding the Earth with the Book of Mormon’ 18 Ensign (October 1988): 4-5; Benson, A Witness 
and a Warning, 6-7, 9, 17, 75. Three scholarly appraisals discuss Bensons impact on Latter-day Saints and the 
Book of Mormon: Mason,“Ezra Taft Benson and Modern (Book of ) Mormon Conservatism’; Terryl L. Givens, 
By the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture that Launched a New World Religion (New York: Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 2002); and Paul C. Gutjahr, The Book of Mormon: A Biography (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2012). 


115. Presidential Citizens Medal” Commendation for Ezra Taft Benson, reel 1, Ezra Taft Benson Papers, LDS 
Church History Library. See also “President Benson Awarded Presidential Citizen's Medal,’ Deseret News, July 
29, 1989. 
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More specifically, these ultraconservative Latter-day Saints became fixated on 
Benson's teachings about the “last days’ and “secret combinations.’ President Bushs 
1991 State of the Union address triggered their angst, in which he called for U.N. 
oversight of an international peacekeeping coalition in the Middle East."° Dubbing 
it a“ New World Order,’ Bush promoted the United Nations as a way to stabilize 
the volatile region, but certain Latter-day Saints saw sinister designs behind it, af- 
firming that it would lead to a one-world government. It is “unmistakably clear that 
the emerging New World Order imperils the Constitution, LDS Bircher R. Gary 
Shapiro complained in a forty-one-page pamphlet entitled The New World Order: 
An Analysis for Latter-day Saints (1992). Quoting Benson, Shapiro warned about an 
“international conspiracy’ to “rule the world.” 

Bensons teachings also inspired Jim and Elaine Harmston to relocate to Manti, 
Utah, in the early 1990s where they established “The True and Living Church of 
Jesus Christ of Saints in the Last Days.’ This LDS couple became “alarmed... [by] 
the church's support of the New World Order and changes in church doctrine and 
ritual.”"* In addition, President Bush's New World Order prompted Sterling D. Al- 
lan of Provo to found the “American Study Group’ in 1991. Boasting 4,000 members 
with some 35-40 chapters in Utah and Idaho, the group studied Benson's teachings 
about “constitutional principles in conjunction with Mormon prophecies.” The 
New World Order also motivated LDS convert and former Green Beret Bo Gritz to 
pursue a presidential bid in 1992. Running on the ultraconservative Populist Party 


116. George Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union,” January 29, 1991, 
published online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley in The American Presidency Project. http://www.presi- 
dency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=19253. For specifics of the New World Order, see Jon Meacham, Destiny and Power: 
The American Odyssey of George Herbert Walker Bush (New York: Random House, 2015), 456. Bush's state of the 
union address energized Mormon Birchers. For this point, see“ Birch Society Lauds ‘Fertile Soil’ in Utah,” Deseret 
News, May 13, 1991; and“ Utahss Birchers Organizing to Fight Bush ‘Conspiracy,” Salt Lake Tribune, May 27, 1991. 


117. Shapiro, The New World Order: An Analysis for Latter-day Saints (Kaysville, UT: Self- Published, 1992). Copy 
online at http://www.latterdayconservative.com/ezra-taft-benson/new-world-order/. See also the Birch posi- 
tion on the New World Order: John F. McManus, “A New World Order’ Means World Government,” John Birch 
Society Bulletin (November 1990): 3-14; and JoAnn Jacobsen-Wells, “John Bircher Recruits Join Fight Against 
New World Order: New Birchers Fighting U.N. ‘Big Brother” Salt Lake Tribune, June 21, 1992. 


118. Charles-Duffy, “The Making of Immanuel,’ 39; Dirk Johnson, “Seeking a Moderate Image, Mormons Expel 
Extremists, New York Times, December 21, 1992; Chris Jorgensen and Peggy Fletcher Stack, “It's Judgement Day 
for Far Right: LDS Church Purges Survivalists,’ Salt Lake Tribune, November 29, 1992. 


119. In the United States vs. Brian David Mitchell, November 29, 2010, United States District Court, District of 
Utah, Central Division (copy in Matt Harris files). Sterling Allan, a friend of Mitchell's, recounts the origins of 
the American Study Group in his deposition. For additional background on the American Study Group, see 
Peggy Fletcher Stack and Chris Jorgensen, “World Events Prove End is Near, Group Says,’ Salt Lake Tribune, 
September 3, 1991; Dawn House, “Group Studying Apocalypse Calls it Quits, Salt Lake Tribune, October 29, 
1991. 


This content downloaded from 76.149.235.76 on Tue, 31 Oct 2023 05:33:18 +00:00 
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms 


78 THE JOHN WHITMER HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION JOURNAL 


ticket, Gritz borrowed heavily from Benson's sermons during his campaign speeches, 


99120 


warning about ‘global conspiracies and an approaching apocalypse. 

Similarly, Brian David Mitchell, another Mormon fringe figure, had “great ad- 
miration” for President Benson. In the early 1990s Mitchell claimed that he “had a 
revelation in the Salt Lake Temple” in which the Lord “condemned the Saints” for 
not taking seriously Benson’s teachings on the Book of Mormon. He was inspired by 
biblical scholar Avraham Gileadi, an LDS convert from Israel, whose writings on the 
Book of Isaiah taught Mitchell that one “mighty and strong” would emerge in the 
latter days to usher in the End Times. When Benson died in 1994, Mitchell chris- 
tened himself Immanuel David Isaiah, asserting that Benson's prophetic authority 


had devolved to him. 


The church responded to the rise of Mormon extremists by purging them from 


122 


their ranks.”” Whether President Benson knew about this action is unclear. Dur- 


ing the last years of his life he suffered from memory loss, dizzy spells, and multiple 
cerebral hemorrhages that prevented him from speaking or attending church meet- 
ings. Ultimately, he grew so weak and infirm that he spent his waking hours silently 
wrapped in a blanket in his reclining chair,’ his grandson recalled two years after 
President Benson died. In his diminished capacity, Benson's counselors promoted 
a more moderate image for the church, especially in light of intense international 
growth after the priesthood revelation of 1978.* Gordon B. Hinckley and Thomas 


120. Hugh Dellios, “Doomsday Mormons Say Church Rejects Them,” Chicago Tribune, January 3, 1993. See 
also Christopher Smith, “Hero-Turned-Heretic? Gritz May Be Leading LDS Flock into Wilderness, Salt Lake 
Tribune, November 29, 1992; Christopher Smith, “Ultraconservative Gritz Remains as Bold as Ever,’ Salt Lake 
Tribune, December 7, 1992. Newell G. Bringhurst and Craig L. Foster explore Gritz's presidential bid in The 
Mormon Quest for the Presidency (Independence, MO: John Whitmer Books, 2008), chap. 9. 


121. Charles-Duffy, “The Making of Immanuel,’ 40; Gileadi, The Book of Isaiah: A New Translation with Interpre- 
tive Keys from the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1988). Pat Reavy, “Brian David Mitchell had 
strong religious beliefs before kidnapping Elizabeth Smart, witnesses say,’ Deseret News, November 16, 2010; 
Stephen Hunt, “Jury Deliberating Smart Kidnapping Case,” Salt Lake Tribune, December 10, 2010. Mitchell and 
wife Wanda Barzee's story took a bizarre turn in 2002 when they kidnapped fourteen-year-old Elizabeth Smart, 
claiming that God had instructed them to take her as a plural wife. Smart, with assistance from Chris Stewart, 


published a book detailing this event in My Story (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2015). 


122. Dirk Johnson, “Seeking a Moderate Image, Mormons Expel Extremists,’ New York Times, December 21, 
1992; Chris Jorgensen and Peggy Fletcher Stack,“It’s Judgment Day for Far Right: LDS Church Purges Survival- 
ists, Salt Lake Tribune, November 29, 1992; Hugh Dellios,““ Doomsday’ Mormons Say Church Rejects Them,’ 
Chicago Tribune, January 3, 1993; and“Mormons Allege Church Threats,’ Boston Globe, November 30, 1992. The 
LDS church denied that leaders were cracking down on extremists. “LDS Deny Mass Ouster of Radicals,” Salt 
Lake Tribune, December 4, 1992;"“LDS Church Downplays Reports on Discipline,’ Deseret News, December 4, 
1992. 

123. Bensons frail health during his LDS church presidency is discussed in Dew, Ezra Taft Benson, 486—87; Steve 
Benson, “Ezra Taft Benson: A Grandson’s Remembrance,’ Sunstone (December 1994): 35; and J.B. Haws, The 
Mormon Image in the American Mind: Fifty Years of Public Perception (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 
154. For Hinckley and Monson’s moderate image for the church, see W. Jeffrey Marsh, “When the Press Meets 
the Prophet,’ in [no editor] Out of Obscurity: The LDS Church in the Twentieth Century (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 2000), chap. 17; Sherri Dew, Gordon B. Hinckley: Go Forward with Faith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 
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S. Monson authorized church officials to excommunicate polygamists, survivalists, 
and antigovernment sympathizers, including Mormons associated with the Birch 
Society. In 1992, general authority Malcolm Jeppsen, with Hinckley’s support, is- 
sued a stern warning to members with ‘leanings’ or"membership’ in the “John Birch 
Society.’** He expressed in various stake conferences that he knew “by personal con- 
tact with the brethren of their concern that this this type of organization has its 
perils for ... Latter-day Saints.” Publicly, he chastised Latter-day Saints for taking 
‘out of context isolated statements by President Benson which were given in talks 
years ago when the world situation was different.” 

Despite such warnings, LDS extremism continues to flourish in the twenty-first 
century. Latter-day Saints have published a number of books on “secret combina- 
tions, the “New World Order,’ and other conspiracy themes.” In 2001, two small 
towns in southern Utah declared itself a“United Nations-Free Zone,’ prompted by 
Bensons anti-U.N. writings.’” Six years later BYU physics professor Steven E. Jones 


1996), chap. 25; Matthew Bowman, The Mormon People: The Making of an American Faith (New York: Random 
House, 2012), 245-46; Claudia L. Bushman, Contemporary Mormonism: Latter-day Saints in Modern America 
(New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), xii; Armand L. Mauss, The Angel and the Beehive: The Mormon 
Struggle with Assimilation (Urbana: University of Ilinois Press, 1994), 188-89, 195. 


124. Jeppsen recounts Hinckley’s concern about Mormon extremism in his journal, Up Close and Personal: The 
Life History of Malcolm Seth and Marian Jeppsen (Self-Published for Family, 2003), 423, 427 (my thanks to 
Jeppsen’s daughter Christine Jeppsen Clark for sharing a copy of her father’s journal). Jeppsen’s statement on 
the Birch Society appears in “Profile of the Splinter Group Members or Others with Troublesome Ideologies” 
(1992), in Harris, ed., Ezra Taft Benson and Anticommunism. This document was based on Jeppsen’s “We Shall 
Not Be Led Astray,’ a talk he gave in 1991 to congregations throughout Utah and Idaho, wherein he cautioned 
against the Birch Society, ibid. 


125. Jeppsen,” We Shall Not Be Led Astray.’ Jeppsen’s crackdown on Mormon extremists prompted a fierce back- 
lash among them. This was the context for Gordon Hinckley 1992 general conference address“ The Church is On 
Course, Conference Report (October 1992): https://www.lds.org/general-conference/1992/10/the-church-is-on- 
course?lang=eng. Harris, “Ezra Taft Benson and the Perils of Communism,” discusses this theme in greater 
detail. 


126. See, for example, Robert E. Hales, Secret Combinations Today: A Voice of Warning (Salt Lake City: Horizon 
Publishers, 1996); Greg West, The New World Order and other Secret Combinations of the Last Days (Springville, 
UT: Cedar Fort, 1998); Steve M. Thomas, Preparing the Elders of Israel to Save the Constitution (Salt Lake City: 
Horizon Publishers, 2002); Jack Monnett, Awakening to Our Awful Situation: Warning from the Nephite Prophets 
(Heber City, UT: Nauvoo House Publishing, 2006); Monnett, Awakening to Our Awful Situation: Responding to 
Satans War on Agency, part 2 (Heber City, UT: Nauvoo House Publishing, 2009); Paul B. Skousen, The Naked 
Socialist (Salt Lake City: Ensign Publishing, 2012). 


127. LDS Birchers, who were responsible for the anti-U.N. sentiment, sent the Utah Legislature copies of Ben- 
son's writing“ Ihe United Nations—Planned Tyranny” (An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 14). For this point, see 
Jerry D. Spangler and Bob Bernick Jr.,“The Birch Society Forges on in Utah,’ Deseret News, June 16, 2003. For 
more specifics on whole affair, see “Two Utah Towns Consider U.N. ‘Free Zones,” Washington Times, June 27, 
2001; Thomas Burr,“La Verkin Declares Itself United Nations-Free Zone,’ Salt Lake Tribune, July 5, 2001; Nancy 
Perkins, “La Verkin Repeals U.N. Ordinance,” Deseret News, January 17, 2002; Charlie Leduff, “Olympics: Slice 
of Southwestern Utah,’ New York Times, February 11, 2002. See also Andrew G. Fiorella, “The La Verkin U.N.- 
Free Zone Ordinance: A Town Athwart the New World Order,’ Cornell International Law Journal 36 (2004): 
497-520. 
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published a hotly-debated paper alleging that the US government orchestrated the 
9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center by planting bombs to bring the buildings 
down.”* He promoted his conspiracy theories in a two-hour DVD packaged with 
the book Awakening to Our Awful Situation: Warning from the Nephite Prophets, writ- 
ten by his friend and fellow conspiracy theorist Jack Monnett, a former instructor in 
the LDS Church Education System.” 

Furthermore, social media has played a role in the dissemination of LDS con- 
spiracy theories. The Freedom Forum, a conservative student club at Brigham Young 
University, posted a presentation on youtube.com entitled the “History of Secret 
Combinations.””° Likewise, websites devoted to Benson, as well as “freedom soci- 
eties’ named in his honor, also tout his conspiracy views.” In 2010, for example, 
Latter-day Saint Brian Mecham formed the“Ezra Taft Benson Society,’ sponsoring 
seminars called “Exposing and Stopping Modern Gadianton Robbers.” As of 2015, 
the society had some five thousand members with thirty-five to forty chapters.” 

Also in 2015 the “prepper movement” emerged, comprised of some ten thousand 
Latter-day Saints throughout the Intermountain West. This group recalled Benson's 
teachings about the Second Coming and the “signs of the times.”” Inspired by an 
LDS woman named Julie Rowe, “preppers” urged Mormons to prepare for the End 


128. Jones, “Revisiting 9/11/2001: Applying the Scientific Method,’ Journal of 9/11 Studies 11 (May 2007): 55-82; 
Steven E, Jones, et al.“Fourteen Points of Agreement with Official Government Reports on the World Trade 
Center Destruction,’ Open Civil Engineering Journal (April 2008). See also Elaine Jarvik, “Y professor thinks 
bombs, not planes, toppled WTC,” Deseret News, November 10, 2005. Joness controversial claims prompted 
BYU administrators to force him into early retirement. Tad Walch, “BYU places ‘9/11 truth’ professor on paid 
leave,’ Deseret News, September 8, 2006; Sheena McFarland, “Controversial prof to leave BYU,” Salt Lake Tri- 
bune, October 21, 2006. 


129. For the full citation of Monnett’s book, see above. Jones and Monett also gave joint presentations in Utah 
discussing their conspiracy theories. See https:/ /groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/PS_Manti/conversations/ 
topics/169. 

130. Jack Monnett, “History of Secret Combinations” (September 22, 2015), sponsored by the BYU Freedom 
Club: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N_iEHoeMsZ4. 


131. “Principles of Liberty” (http://28principlesofliberty.blogspot.com/2009/08/ezra-taft-bensons-writings. 
html); “Latter-day Conservative” (http://www.latterdayconservative.com/); “LDS Freedom Forum” (http:// 
www.ldsfreedomforum.com/viewtopic.php?t=1492); “LDS Liberty” (http://www.ldsliberty.org/waking-up-to- 
secret-combinations-an-lds-perspective-on-conspiracy/). 


132. Mecham’s website can be found at http://ezrataftbensonsociety.org/about/l. According to reporter Peggy 
Fletcher Stack, the “Ezra Taft Benson Society” has five thousand members and thirty-five to forty chapters. In 
“Some Mormons stocking up amid fears that doomsday could come this month,’ Salt Lake Tribune, September 
26, 2015. 


133. hetp://julieroweprepare.com/ezra-taft-benson-talks-about-the-last-days/ (“talks about the last days’). 
See Benson, “Prepare for the Days of Tribulation,’ Conference Report (October 1980): https://www.lds.org/ 
general-conference/1980/10/prepare-for-the-days-of-tribulation?lang=eng; and Benson, “Prepare Yourself for 
the Great Day of the Lord,” New Era (May 1982): https://www.lds.org/new-era/1982/05/prepare-yourself-for- 
the-great-day-of-the-lord?lang=eng. Rowe's website endorses a number of antigovernment themes embraced 
by Benson (http://julieroweprepare.com/). For specific references to Benson, see http://julieroweprepare. 
com/?s=ezra+taft+benson. 
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Times on September 28, 2015, the date of a“ blood moon,’ when Jesus Christ would 
commence his millennial reign.°* Rowe's near-death experience in 2004 gained in- 
stant publicity among Latter-day Saints when she published the account in 2014. 
In her near-death experience, she saw the corruption of the United Nations, the 
infiltration of communism and socialism within the United States government, and 
a host of other conspiracy theories akin to those of Benson and the Birch Society." 

Finally, in 2016 two LDS men, Ammon Bundy and Ryan Bundy, led an armed 
takeover of federal property at the Malheur Wildlife refuge in Burns, Oregon, before 
state authorities arrested them along with their accomplices. Fearing a government 
conspiracy to take away state and local lands, the Bundy brothers appealed to Ben- 
son and Cleon Skousen’s writings to justify their cause.”° Their fellow collaborator, 
Robert” LaVoy” Finicum, along with the Bundys father Cliven, were members of the 
American Independent Party of Utah, whose governing principles were founded on 
one of Bensons political sermons. The protest turned deadly when state police shot 
and killed Finicum after he attempted to draw his revolver on law enforcement. Ac- 
cording to one report, Bensons “books and quotations were prominently featured at 
LaVoy Finicum’s funeral.” 

In my opinion, fringe elements will continue to thrive in the LDS community 
until senior leaders condemn right-wing extremism with more aggressive measures 
than by simply releasing statements through its public relations department as it 
did with the Bundys and Rowe or by giving talks in general conference broadly con- 
demning right-wing fanaticism.’ As such, leaders need to be specific and denounce 


” 


134. Peggy Fletcher Stack, “Some Mormons Stocking Up Amid Fears that Doomsday Could Come This Month, 
Salt Lake Tribune, September 26, 2015. See also Brady McCombs, “LDS Church dismisses‘blood moon’ worries,’ 
Deseret News, September 26, 2015. 


135. Rowe published two books in 2014 detailing her 2004 visions: A Greater Tomorrow: My Journey Beyond the 
Veil (Rexburg, ID: Spring Creek Book, 2014); The Time is Now (Rexburg, ID: Spring Creek Book, 2014). Later, 
she published a third book discussing her views of the United States and the“last days”: From Tragedy to Destiny: 
A Vision of America’s Future (Rexburg, ID: Spring Creek Book, 2016). 


196. Matthew Bowman, “The Bundys Are Stuck in Mormonism's Past,” Time (January 7, 2016): htep://time. 
com/4170357/oregon-militia-history/; Carli Brosseau, “Oregon Standoff: What does Mormonism have to do 
with the U.S. Constitution?” The Oregonian, February 16, 2016; Nigel Duara, “Oregon Armed Protestors Invoke 
the Constitution—annotated by a conspiracy theorist,’ Los Angeles Times, January 21, 2016. 


137. Brosseau, Oregon Standoff: What does Mormonism have to do with the U.S. Constitution2”; Lee Davidson, 
“Small Utah-born political party has rift over Oregon occupation, Mormon church stance,’ Salt Lake Tribune, 
January 5, 2016. Ihe American Independent Party of Utah, formed in 1993, was inspired by Ezra Taft Benson's 
1968 sermon “The Proper Role of Government” (Benson, An Enemy Hath Done This, chap. 8). See http://www. 
independentamericanparty.org/about-the-iap/history-of-the-independent-american-party/. 


138. For the LDS church's response to Julie Rowe, see “Church Responds to Inquiries About Preparedness,’ LDS 
Newsroom (September 26, 2015): http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/article/church-responds-to-inquiries- 
about-preparedness. For the response to the armed takeover in Oregon, consult “Church Responds to Inquiries 
Regarding Oregon Armed Occupation,’ LDS Newsroom (January 4, 2016): http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/ 
article/church-responds-to-inquiries-regarding-oregon-armed-occupation. 
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the very core that gives root to extremist ideologies. They should discourage com- 
ments suggesting that the Book of Mormon foretells a communist conspiracy in the 
United States or that liberalism is tantamount to communism or socialism, and sug- 
gest instead that good people can disagree about the role of government in public life. 
More importantly, the church would do well to discourage Latter-day Saints from 
joining organizations that advance conspiracy theories, preach extreme antigovern- 
ment views, and criticize government leaders and bureaucrats beyond the pale of 


civil discourse. 


MatrTuew L. Harris is a professor of history at Colorado State University- 
Pueblo. He received his BA and MA at Brigham Young University and his MPhil 
and PhD from the Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs at Syracuse 
University. His documentary history of The Mormon Church and Blacks, cowritten 
and coedited with Newell G. Bringhurst, was published in 2015 by the University 
of Illinois Press. He has also edited two books on Ezra Taft Benson: Ezra Taft Ben- 
son: Mormon Apostle-President, Outspoken Conservative, and Crusading Cold War- 
rior (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, forthcoming) and Ezra Taft Benson and 
Anticommunism: A Documentary History (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 
forthcoming). 
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